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Chapter 1 A
ROYAL JAG


"After all, why not celebrate? It's the last day of the year and
it won't come again for twelve months."

It was close upon midnight.

Jerome Fandor, reporter on the popular newspaper, La
Capitale, was strolling along the boulevard; he had just come
from a banquet, one of those official and deadly affairs at which
the guests are obliged to listen to interminable speeches. He had
drowsed through the evening and at the first opportunity had
managed to slip away quickly.

The theatres were just out and the boulevard was crowded with
people intent on making a night of it. Numberless automobiles
containing the fashionable and rich of Paris blocked the streets.
The restaurants were brilliantly illuminated, and as carriages
discharged their occupants before the doors, one glimpsed the neat
feet and ankles of daintily clad women as they crossed the sidewalk and disappeared
inside, following their silk-hatted escorts, conscious of their own
importance.

Many years of active service in Paris as chief reporter
of La Capitale had brought Jerome Fandor in
touch with a good third of those who constitute Parisian society,
and rarely did he fail to exchange a nod, a smile, or half a dozen
words of friendly greeting whenever he set foot out of doors.

But in spite of his popularity he led a lonely life—many
acquaintances, but few close friends. The great exception was Juve,
the celebrated detective.

In fact, Fandor's complex and adventurous life was very much
bound up with that of the police officer, for they had worked
together in solving the mystery of many tragic crimes.

On this particular evening, the reporter became gradually imbued
with the general spirit of gaiety and abandon which surrounded
him.

"Hang it," he muttered, "I might go and hunt up Juve and drag
him off to supper, but I'm afraid I should get a cool reception if
I did. He is probably sleeping the sleep of the just and would
strongly object to being disturbed. Anyway, sooner or later, I'll
probably run into some one I know."

On reaching Drouet Square, he espied an inviting-looking restaurant, brilliantly lit. He was about to
make his way to a table when the head waiter stopped him.

"Your name, please!"

"What's that?" replied Fandor.

The waiter answered with ironical politeness:

"I take it for granted you have engaged a table. We haven't a
single vacant place left."

Fandor had the same luck at several other restaurants and then
began to suffer the pangs of hunger, having, on principle, scarcely
touched the heavy dishes served at the banquet.

After wandering aimlessly about, he walked toward the Madeleine
and turned off into the Rue Royale in the direction of the Faubourg
Saint-Honoré.

As he was passing a discreet looking restaurant with many thick
velvet curtains and an imposing array of private automobiles before
it, he heard his name called.

He stopped short and turned to see a vision of feminine
loveliness standing before him.

"Isabelle de Guerray!" he cried.

"And how are you, my dear boy? Come along in with me."

Fandor had known Isabelle de Guerray when she was a young school
teacher just graduated from Sévres. Her
career, beginning with a somewhat strange and unorthodox affair
with a young man of good family who had killed himself for her, had
progressed by rapid strides and her name was frequently cited in
the minor newspapers as giving elegant "society" suppers, the
guests being usually designated by their initials!

Fandor remarked that the fair Isabelle seemed to be putting on
weight, especially round the shoulders and hips, but she still
retained a great deal of dash and an ardent look in her eyes, very
valuable assets in her profession.

"I have my table here, at Raxim's, you must come and join us,"
and she added with a sly smile, "Oh—quite platonically—I know
you're unapproachable."

A deafening racket was going on in the narrow, oblong room. The
habitués of the place all knew each other and the conversation was
general. No restraint was observed, so that it was quite
permissible to wander about, hat on head and cigar between lips, or
take a lady upon one's knees.

Fandor followed Isabelle to a table overloaded with flowers and
bottles of champagne. Here and there he recognized old friends from
the Latin Quarter or Montmartre, among them Conchita Conchas, a
Spanish dancer in vogue the previous winter. A tiny woman, who might have been a girl of fifteen from her
figure, but whose face was marked with the lines of dissipation,
ran into him and Fandor promptly put his arm round her waist.

"Hello, if it isn't little Souppe!"

"Paws down or I'll scratch," was the sharp reply.

The next moment he was shaking hands with Daisy Kissmi, an
English girl who had become quite a feature of Raxim's.

Further on he noticed a pale, bald, and already pot-bellied
young man, who was staring with lack-lustre eyes at his whiskey and
soda. This premature ruin was listening distraitly to a waiter who
murmured mysteriously into his ear.

At the end of the room, surrounded by pretty women, sat the old
Duke de Pietra, descendant of a fine old Italian family, and near
him Arnold, an actor from the music halls.

The patrons had no choice in regard to the supper, which was
settled by the head waiter. Each received a bottle of champagne,
Ostend oysters, and, later, large slices of pâté de foie
gras, and as the bottles were emptied, intoxication became
general, while even the waiters seemed to catch the spirit of
abandon. When the Hungarian band had played their most seductive
waltzes, the leader came forward to the middle of the room and announced a new piece of his own
composition, called "The Singing Fountains." This met with instant
applause and laughter.

As the night wore on the noise became positively deafening. A
young Jew named Weil invented a new game. He seized two plates and
began scraping them together. Many of the diners followed his
example.

"Look here," exclaimed Conchita Conchas, leaning familiarly upon
Fandor's shoulder, "why don't you give us tickets for to-morrow to
hear these famous Fountains?"

Fandor started to explain that the young woman would be in bed
and sound asleep when that event took place, but the Spanish girl,
without waiting for the answer, had strolled away.

The journalist rose with the intention of making his escape,
when a voice directly behind him made him pause.

"Excuse me, but you seem to know all about these 'Singing
Fountains.' Will you kindly explain to me what they are? I am a
stranger in the city."

Fandor turned and saw a man of about thirty, fair-haired, with a
heavy moustache, seated alone at a small table. The stranger was
well built and of distinguished appearance. The journalist
suppressed a start of amazement.

"Why, it's not surprising that you have not heard of them, they
are quite unimportant. On the Place de la Concorde there are two
bronze monuments representing Naiads emerging from the fountains.
You probably have seen them yourself?"

The stranger nodded, and poured out another glass of
champagne.

"Well," continued Fandor, "recently passers-by have fancied they
heard sounds coming from these figures. In fact, they declare that
the Naiads have been singing. A delightfully poetic and thoroughly
Parisian idea, isn't it?"

"Very Parisian indeed."

"The papers have taken it up, and one you probably know by
name, La Capitale, has decided to investigate this
strange phenomenon."

"What was Conchita asking you just now?"

"Oh, nothing, merely to give her a card for the ceremony."

The conversation continued and turned to other subjects. The
stranger ordered more wine and insisted on Fandor joining him. He
seemed to be particularly interested in the subject of women and
the night life of Paris.

"If only I could persuade him to come with me," thought Fandor.
"I'd show him a stunt or two, and what a
scoop it would make … if it could be printed! He certainly is
drunk, very drunk, and that may help me."

 

On the Place de la Concorde, deserted at this late hour, two
men, arm in arm, were taking their devious way. They were Fandor
and the stranger he had met at Raxim's.

The journalist, with the aid of an extra bottle, had persuaded
his new friend to finish the night among the cafés of Montmartre.
The sudden change from the overheated restaurant to the cold
outside increased the effects of the alcohol and Fandor realized
that he himself was far from sober. As his companion seemed to be
obsessed with the idea of seeing the Fountains, the journalist
piloted him to the Place de la Concorde.

"There you are," he exclaimed, "but you see they're closed. No
more singing to-night. Now come and have a drink."

"Good idea, some more champagne."

Fandor hailed a taxi, and ordered the chauffeur to drive to the
Place Pigalle. As he was shutting the door, he observed an old
beggar, who evidently was afraid to ask for alms. Fandor threw him
a coin as the taxi started.

It was three in the morning, and the Place Pigalle was crowded with carriages, porters and a
constant ebb and flow of all sorts of people.

The journalist and his companion emerged some time later from
one of the best known restaurants, both drunk, especially the
stranger, who could scarcely keep his feet.

"Look here, we must go … go… "

"Go to bed," interrupted Fandor.

"No. I know where we can go… ."

"But we've been everywhere."

"We'll go to my rooms … to her rooms … to Susy
d'Orsel … she's my girl … d'ye know, she's been expecting
me for supper since midnight."

"More supper?"

"Of course … there's plenty of room left."

With some difficulty the stranger managed to give the address,
247 Rue de Monceau.

"All right," said Fandor to himself, "we'll have some fun; after
all, what do I risk?"

While the taxi shook them violently from side to side, Fandor
grew comparatively sober. He examined his companion more closely
and was surprised to see how well he carried himself in spite of
his condition.

"Well," he summed up, "he certainly has a jag, but it's a royal
jag!"











Chapter 2
MOTHER CITRON'S TENANTS


"Now you've forgotten the fish knives and forks! Do you expect
my lover to eat with his fingers like that old Chinaman I had for
three months last year!"

Susy d'Orsel spoke with a distinct accent of the Faubourg, which
contrasted strangely with her delicate and distinguished
appearance.

Justine, her maid, stood staring in reply.

"But, Madame, we have lobsters… ."

"What's that got to do with it, they're fish, ain't they?"

The young woman left the table and went into the adjoining room,
a small drawing-room, elegantly furnished in Louis XV style.

"Justine," she called.

"Madame."

"Here's another mistake. You mustn't get red orchids. Throw
these out… . I want either mauve or yellow ones… . You know those
are the official colors of His Majesty."

"Queer taste his … His Majesty has for yellow."

"What's that to do with you. Get a move on, lay the table."

"I left the pâté de foie gras in the pantry
with ice round it."

"All right."

The young woman returned to the dining-room and gave a final
glance at the preparations.

"He's a pretty good sort, my august lover." Justine started in
surprise.

"August! Is that a new one?"

Susy d'Orsel could hardly repress a smile.

"Mind your own business. What time is it?"

"A quarter to twelve, Madame." And as the girl started to leave
the room she ventured:

"I hope M. August won't forget me, to-morrow morning."

"Why, you little idiot, his name isn't August, it's
Frederick-Christian! You have about as much sense as an
oyster!"

The maid looked so crestfallen at this that Susy added,
good-naturedly:

"That's all right, Justine, A Happy New Year anyway, and don't
worry. And now get out; His Majesty wants nobody about but me this
evening."

Susy d'Orsel, in spite of her physical charms, had found life
hard during the earlier years of her career. She had become a mediocre actress merely for
the sake of having some profession, and had frequented the night
restaurants in quest of a wealthy lover. It was only after a long
delay that fortune had smiled upon her, and she had arrived at the
enviable position of being the mistress of a King.

Frederick-Christian II, since the death of his father three
years previously, reigned over the destinies of the Kingdom of
Hesse-Weimar. Young and thoroughly Parisian in his tastes, he felt
terribly bored in his middle-class capital and sought every
opportunity of going, incognito, to have a little fun in Paris.
During each visit he never failed to call upon Susy d'Orsel, and by
degrees, coming under the sway of her charms, he made her a sort of
official mistress, an honor which greatly redounded to her glory
and popularity.

He had installed her in a dainty little apartment in the Rue de
Monceau. It was on the third floor and charmingly furnished. In
fact, he was in the habit of declaring that his Queen Hedwige,
despite all her wealth, was unable to make her apartment half so
gracious and comfortable.

Thus it was that Susy d'Orsel waited patiently for the arrival
of her royal lover, who had telephoned her he would be with her on
the night of December the thirty-first.

The official residence of the King while in Paris was the Royal
Palace Hotel, and although in strict incognito, he rarely spent the
whole night out. But he intended to make the last night of the year
an exception to this rule. As became a gallant gentleman, he had
himself seen to the ordering of the supper, and a procession of
waiters from the first restaurants of Paris had been busy all the
afternoon preparing for the feast.

Suddenly a discreet ring at the bell startled Susy d'Orsel.

"That's queer, I didn't expect the King until one o'clock!" she
exclaimed.

She opened the door and saw a young girl standing on the
landing.

"Oh, it's you, Mademoiselle Pascal! What are you coming at this
hour for?"

"Excuse me, Madame, for troubling you, but I've brought your
lace negligée. It took me quite a time to finish, and I thought
you'd probably like it as soon as possible."

"Oh, I thought it had already come. I'm very glad you brought
it. There would have been a fine row if it hadn't been ready for me
to wear this evening."

Susy d'Orsel took the dressmaker into her bedroom and turned on the electric lights. The gown was
then unwrapped and displayed. It was of mousseline de soie, trimmed
with English point.

Susy examined it with the eye of a connoisseur and then nodded
her head.

"It's fine, my girl, you have the fingers of a fairy, but it
must put your eyes out."

"It is very hard, Madame, especially working by artificial
light, and in winter the days are so short and the work very heavy.
That is why I came to you at this late hour."

Susy smiled.

"Late hour! Why the evening is just beginning for me."

"Our lives are very different, Madame."

"That's right, I begin when you stop, and if your work is hard,
mine isn't always agreeable."

The two women laughed and then Susy took off her wrapper and put
on the new negligée.

"My royal lover is coming this evening."

"Yes, I know," answered Marie Pascal. "Your table looks very
pretty."

"You might make me a lace table cloth. We'll talk about it some
other time, not this evening; besides, I can't be too
extravagant."

The dressmaker took her leave a few moments later and made her way with care in the
semi-obscurity down the three flights of stairs.

Marie Pascal was a young girl in the early twenties,
fair-haired, blue-eyed and with a graceful figure. Modishly but
neatly dressed, she had a reputation in the neighborhood as a model
of discretion and virtue.

She worked ceaselessly and being clever with her fingers, she
had succeeded in building up so good a trade in the rich and
elegant Monceau quarter, that in the busy season she was obliged to
hire one or two workwomen to help her.

As she was crossing the court to go to her own room, a voice
called her from the porter's lodge.

"Marie Pascal, look here a moment."

A fat woman dressed in her best opened the door of her room
which was lit by one flaring gas jet.

Marie Pascal, in spite of her natural kindliness, could scarcely
repress a smile.

Madame Ceiron, the concièrge, or, as she was popularly called,
"Mother Citron," certainly presented a fantastic appearance.

She was large, shapeless, common, and good-natured. Behind her
glasses, her eyes snapped with perpetual sharp humor. She had a
mass of gray hair that curled round her wrinkled face, which, with
a last remnant of coquetry, she made up outrageously. Her hands and feet were enormous,
disproportionate to her figure, although she was well above middle
height. She invariably wore mittens while doing the housework.

Mother Citron, however, did very little work; she left that to a
subordinate who, for a modest wage, attended to her business and
left her free to go out morning, noon and night. She now questioned
Marie Pascal with considerable curiosity, and the young girl
explained her late errand to deliver the gown to Susy d'Orsel.

"Come in and have a cup of coffee, Mam'zelle Pascal," urged the
old woman, as she set out two cups and filled them from a coffee
pot on the stove.

Marie Pascal at first refused, but Mother Citron was so
insistent that she ended by accepting the invitation. Besides, she
felt very grateful to Madame Ceiron for having recommended her to
the proprietor of the house, the Marquis de Sérac, an old bachelor
who lived on the first floor.

The Marquis had used his good offices to obtain for her an order
for laces from the King of Hesse-Weimar. Mother Citron showed a
kindly interest in this enterprise.

"Well, did you see the King?"

Marie Pascal hesitated:

"I saw him and I didn't see him."

"Tell me all about it, my dear. Is the lover of our lady
upstairs a good-looking man?"

"It's hard to say. So far as I could judge, he seemed to be very
handsome. You see, it was like this. After waiting in the lobby of
the Royal Palace Hotel for about an hour, I was shown into a large
drawing-room; a sort of footman in knee breeches took my laces into
the adjoining room where the King was walking up and down. I just
caught a glimpse of him from time to time."

"What did he do then?"

"I don't know. He must have liked my laces for he gave me a
large order. He didn't seem to pay much attention to them; he
picked out three of the samples I sent in and what seemed queer, he
also ordered some imitations of them."

The concièrge smiled knowingly.

"I expect the imitations were for his lawful wife, and the real
ones for his little friend. Men are all alike. Another cup of
coffee?"

"Oh, no, thanks."

"Well, I won't insist; each one to his taste. The life Susy
d'Orsel leads wouldn't suit you. And the amount of champagne she
gets through!"

"No, I shouldn't care much about that."

"All the same, there's something to be said for it. She has a
first-rate position since she got the King … and I get
first-rate tips! Take to-night, for instance; I'll bet they'll be
carrying on till pretty near dawn. It upsets my habits, but I can't
complain. I'll probably get a good New Year's present in the
morning."

"Well, as it's very late for me, I'll go up to bed."

"Go ahead, my dear, don't let me keep you."

Marie Pascal had reached the stairs when she turned back.

"Oh, Madame Ceiron, when can I thank the Marquis de Sérac for
his kindness in introducing me to Frederick-Christian?"

"No hurry, my child, the Marquis has gone to the country to
spend the New Year's day with his relations and he won't be back
before next week."

Marie Pascal climbed the stairs to her room on the sixth floor
and the concièrge returned to her quarters and settled herself in
an armchair.











Chapter 3
THE TRAGEDY OF THE RUE DE MONCEAU


Susy d'Orsel, tired of waiting for her royal lover, was sound
asleep before the fire in her bedroom. Suddenly she was awakened by
a loud noise. Still half asleep, she sat up listening. The sounds
came from the stairs. Mechanically Susy glanced at the clock, which
marked the quarter after three.

"I'll bet it's him, but how late he is!"

As the sounds drew nearer, she added:

"He must be as drunk as a lord! After all, Kings are no better
than other men."

She quickly passed to the outer door and listened.

"Why, it sounds as if there were two of them!"

A key fumbled in the lock, then the owner of it apparently gave
up the task as hopeless and began ringing the bell.

Susy opened the door and Frederick-Christian staggered in
followed by a man who was a total stranger to her.

The latter, bowing in a correct and respectful manner, carried
himself with dignity.

The King bubbled over with laughter and leaned on the shoulder
of his lady-love.

"Take off your overcoat," she said, at length, and while he was
attempting to obey her, she whispered:

"If your Maj … "

Before she could finish the sentence the King put his hand over
her mouth.

"My … my … my dear Susy … I'm very fond of
you … but don't begin by saying stupid things… . I am
here … incog … incognito. Call me your little Cri-Cri,
Susy… ."

"My dear," she replied, "introduce me to your friend."

"Eh," cried the King, "if I'm not forgetting the most elementary
obligations of the protocol; but after fourteen whiskeys, and good
whiskey, too, though I've better here… . Susy don't drink any, she
prefers gooseberry syrup … queer taste, isn't it?"

Susy saw the conversation was getting away from the point, so
repeated her request:

"Introduce me to your friend."

Frederick-Christian glanced at his companion and then burst out
laughing:

"What is your name, anyway?"

Fandor did not need to ask that question of the King. The moment
he had set eyes on him in Raxim's he
recognized in the sturdy tippler his Majesty Frederick-Christian
II, King of Hesse-Weimar, on one of his periodic sprees. It was
this fact which had made him break his rule and indulge freely
himself.

With a serious air he explained:

"Sum fides Achates!"

"What's that?" cried the King.

"Exactly."

Susy d'Orsel now thought both men were equally drunk. She
fancied they were having fun with her.

"You know I don't want English spoken here," she said drily.

The King took his mistress round the waist and drew her to
him.

"Now don't get angry, my dear, it's only our fun, and besides
it's not English, it's Latin … bonus … Latinus …
ancestribus … the good Latin of our ancestors!… the Latin of
the Kitchen! Cuisinus … autobus … understand?"

Turning to the journalist he stretched out his hand:

"Well, my old friend Achates, I'm jolly glad to meet you."

"Achates isn't a real name," cried Susy, still suspicious.

"Achates," explained Fandor, "is an individual belonging to
antiquity who became famous in his faithful friendship for his companion and friend, the
well-known globe-trotter, Æneas."

"Come and sit down," shouted the King, as he rapped on the table
with a bottle of champagne.

"Hurry up, Susy, a plate and glass for my old friend, whose name
I don't know … because, you see, he's no more Achates than I
am."

"Oh, no, Madame," Fandor hastened to say, "I couldn't think of
putting you to the trouble, besides spoiling the effect of your
charming table. In fact, I am going home in a few moments."

"Not on your life," shouted the King, "you'll stay to the very
end."

"Well, then, a glass of champagne, that's all I'll take."

By degrees Susy had become reassured in regard to the young man.
Although slightly drunk, his polite manner and good form pleased
her. She took her place on the divan beside the King. Fandor sat
opposite them and lighted a cigarette.

Suddenly Susy rose from the table.

"Where are you going?" demanded the King.

"I'll be back in a moment … something must be open. I feel
a draught on my legs."

"Why not show us your legs!" cried Frederick-Christian, and
turning to the journalist added:

"She's built like a statue … a little marvel."

Susy returned.

"I knew it! The hall door was open. I hope nobody has got
in."

The King laughed at the idea.

"If anyone did, let him come and join us, the more the
merrier."

"I thought I heard a noise," continued Susy, but the King made
her sit down again beside him and the supper went on.

As she drank glass after glass of wine, she became more and more
amiable toward Fandor. And since the King paid little attention to
her caresses, she began a flirtation with the journalist in order
to pique him.

This brought a frown from the royal lover, and Susy amused
herself between the two men until supper ended and they all
adjourned to her boudoir.

Fandor, who had now become more sober, decided it was time to
take his leave.

"Suppose you both come and lunch with me to-morrow, will you?"
he asked. To this they agreed and it was finally arranged that
Fandor should call and pick them up at one o'clock the following
day.

The journalist felt his way downstairs in the semi-darkness and
was just about to ask the concièrge to let him out when he was startled by seeing a heavy
form fall with a thud onto the ground of the inner court.

With a gasp of alarm the young man rushed forward and quickly
realized that he was in the presence of a terrible tragedy.

Lying on the ground, inert, was the body of Susy d'Orsel.

The unfortunate girl had fallen from the third floor.

Without hesitating, he lifted the body and finding no sign of
life, cried loudly for help.

But the entire house was asleep.

What was to be done?

Immediate action was necessary. After a moment's pause, he
decided to take the unfortunate girl back to her own apartment.
Arrived at the door, he found it locked on the inside. After
ringing for some time, it was opened finally by the King. At the
sight of Susy apparently lifeless, her head hanging backward, the
King staggered to the wall.

He wanted to ask a question, but the words stuck in his
throat.

Fandor entered the bedroom and laying Susy down attempted to
undo her corset.

"Vinegar and some water," he ordered.

The King between his drunkenness and his alarm was quite
useless, and the journalist, after applying a mirror to the girl's
nostrils and lips, with a gesture of despair exclaimed:

"Good God, she is dead!"

However, being unwilling to risk his own judgment, he started to
the door to seek aid.

At this moment a violent knocking began and a voice from the
hall cried out:

"What's the matter? Is anyone hurt? I'm the concièrge."

"The concièrge! Then, for Heaven's sake, Madame, get a doctor.
Mademoiselle d'Orsel has killed herself, or at least she is very
badly injured."

The words were scarcely out of Fandor's mouth when the rapidly
disappearing footsteps of the concièrge were heard clattering
downstairs. Frederick-Christian, in a dazed condition, stood in the
dining-room, mechanically drinking a liqueur.

"Look here, what does this mean?" cried Fandor.

The King looked at him with intense stupefaction, trying, it
seemed, to co-ordinate his faculties. Then, with a greater calmness
than in his condition seemed possible, he replied:

"Why, I haven't the least idea."

"But … what have you done since I left you? You were both seated side by side on the sofa.
How did Susy d'Orsel come to fall out of the window? What have you
done?"

"I don't know. I didn't budge from the sofa until you rang the
bell."

"But … Susy!"

"She left me for a moment. I thought she had gone to see you
out."

"That's impossible … she didn't leave you … it's you
who … for God's sake, explain!… It's too serious a
business."

The King seemed unable to take in the situation. Fandor
determined to try a shock. Going close to him he spoke in a low
voice:

"I beg your Majesty to tell me."

This had an immediate effect. The King staggered back and
stared, wide-eyed.

"I … I don't understand."

"Yes," insisted Fandor, "your Majesty does understand. You know
that I am aware in whose presence I am standing. You are
Frederick-Christian II, King of Hesse-Weimar… and I, your Majesty,
am Jerome Fandor, reporter on La Capitale … a
journalist."

The King did not appear to attach much importance to Fandor's
words. Peaceably, without haste, he put on
his overcoat and hat. Then, picking up his cane, he moved toward
the door.

"Here! what are you doing?"

"I'm going."

"You can't."

"Yes, I can; it's all right, don't worry, I'll arrange
matters."

The King appeared so calmly confident that Fandor stood
dumbfounded.

Here certainly was an individual out of the common! The
journalist had seen many strange happenings in his adventurous
career, but never had he come across such an amazing situation. For
now he had no doubt of the guilt of the King. What, however, could
have been the motive of such odious savagery? Was it possible he
had taken seriously the innocent flirtation between Susy and
himself? Had the King taken vengeance upon his mistress in a moment
of jealous insanity?

No, that was out of the question.

In spite of his intoxication, Frederick-Christian seemed to be a
man of normal temperament, and of a kindly disposition. His face
betrayed none of the characteristics of the drink-maddened.

The young man was about to question Frederick-Christian further
when the hall door bell rang sharply.

Fandor quickly opened the door and let in two policemen.

"Is it here the tragedy took place?"

"What! You know already?"

"The concièrge notified us, Monsieur."

Then turning to his companion:

"See that no one gets out."

"But I've sent for a doctor… . I must go and find one," cried
Fandor.

"That has already been attended to. We are here to ascertain the
facts, to make arrests. Where is the victim of the crime?"

As Fandor took the officer into the bedroom he expected at every
moment to hear some exclamation at the discovery of the King. But
the latter had mysteriously disappeared.

The officer surveyed the body of the young woman and seemed in
doubt how to begin his interrogatory. Suddenly his attention was
diverted to the vestibule, where whispering was going on.

Both men quickly returned to the hall door and Fandor overheard
the final words of a third person who had entered the room,
evidently the concièrge. She was saying:

"It must be 'him' … only treat him politely … he isn't
like an ordinary … "

Upon seeing the journalist the old woman stopped abruptly and
made him a deep bow.

"Ah, it's you, Madame," cried Fandor, "well, have you brought a
doctor?"

"We're looking for one, Monsieur," replied the old woman, "but
to-night they seem to be all out enjoying themselves."

One of the officers turned to Fandor and spoke with evident
embarrassment.

"It might be better if Monsieur would tell us exactly what
happened. On account of possible annoyances … besides, the
business is too important … and then the Government …
"

Fandor explained briefly all he knew. He was careful not to
mention the King by name, leaving it to his Majesty to disclose his
own identity when the time came.

"Then Monsieur means to say that a third person was present?"
one of the officers asked.

"Of course!" replied Fandor.

"And where is this third person?"

The officer looked decidedly skeptical and the journalist began
to grow uneasy.

"He was here with me just now; probably he's in one of the other
rooms. Why don't you search?"

But the search disclosed nobody.

What on earth had become of the King? thought Fandor. He
couldn't have jumped out of the window. The servant's staircase
came into his mind, but the door to that he found locked.

"It is useless for Monsieur to say more; kindly come with us to
the police station."

"After all, Monsieur was alone with the little lady," added the
concièrge.

Fandor went rapidly to the dining-room. He would show the three
places at the table. But suddenly he remembered his refusal to take
a plate. There were only two places laid.

The two officers now held him gently by each arm and began to
walk away with him.

"Don't make any noise, please," they urged, "we must avoid all
scandal."

Without quite understanding what was happening, Fandor
obeyed.











Chapter 4
WHO DO THEY THINK I AM?


The first faint light of dawn was filtering through the dusty
windows of the police station.

Sergeant Masson, pushing aside the game of dominoes he had been
playing with his subordinate, declared:

"I must go and see the chief."

"At his house?" demanded the other in a tone of alarm.

"Yes; after all, if I catch it for waking him that won't be so
bad as having him come here at ten."

The sergeant rose and stretched himself. He had entire charge of
the Station and was responsible for all arrests. As a rule he felt
himself equal to the task, but this time the tragedy of the Rue
Monceau and the peculiar circumstances surrounding it seemed too
much of a burden to bear alone.

Ought he to have arrested the individual now at the Station? Had
he been sufficiently tactful? What was to be done now?

"Yes, I'm going to see the chief," he repeated, "besides, I shan't be gone long. Anything that 'he' asks
for let him have, you understand?"

It was about five-thirty, and the sky threatened snow. The air
was fresh and not too cold. A few milk carts were the only vehicles
in the streets. Porters were busy brushing off the sidewalks. Paris
was making her toilette. Sergeant Masson stopped at a small house
in a quiet street and mounted to the third floor. There he
hesitated. The wife of the chief was known for her sharp temper.
However, there was nothing to be done but ring, and this he did in
a timid manner.

In a few moments he heard the door-chain withdrawn, and a
woman's voice cried:

"Who is there?"

"It is I, Madame, Sergeant Masson."

"Well, what do you want?"

"The chief is wanted at the Station right away."

At these words the door opened wide and the woman stood
revealed. She was about forty, dressed in her wrapper and with her
hair still in curl papers.

"Louis must go to the Station?" she demanded.

"Yes, Madame, an arrest has been made … "

"He must go to the Station?" she repeated in a menacing
tone.

Sergeant Masson retreated to the landing. He simply nodded his
head.

"But he is there! He told me he was! Ah, I
see how it is!… He's been lying again. He's been running after
women … all right, he'll pay for it when he gets home!"

The door shut with a bang and the lady disappeared.

"What an idiot I've been," muttered the discomfited sergeant. "I
ought to have known better. Of course he's not with his wife, he's
with his mistress!"

Several minutes later he reached another apartment in a
neighboring street.

This time he had no misgivings and congratulated himself upon
his professional cleverness in tracking his man down.

The same performance was gone through. A ring at the bell
brought an answer to the door.

"Who is there?" said a man's voice.

"It is I … Sergeant Masson."

The door was opened and a young man stood in the hall. He was
about thirty and wore an undershirt and drawers.

"Well, Sergeant!"

The sergeant shrank back; he would have been glad if he could
have disappeared in the walls. The chief's secretary stood before
him.

"I was … was looking … " he stammered.

The secretary interrupted with a smile.

"No, he's not here. In fact, we are rarely found together."

Then putting a hand on the sergeant's shoulder:

"As gentleman to gentleman, I count on your discretion."

The door shut softly and the sergeant turned sadly and went back
to the Station, pondering over the personal annoyance this general
post at night occasioned him.

He was greeted on his return by a few sharp words.

"Ah, there you are, Masson!… At last!… An event of the first
importance occurs, an amazing scandal breaks out and you desert
your post… . It's always the way if I'm not here to look after
things. I shall have to report you, you know. Where have you
been?"

The speaker was a man still quite young, who wore the ribbon of
the Legion of Honor. It was the chief himself. On the way home from
some late party he had dropped into the Station out of simple
curiosity.

 

Was he awake or was he dreaming?

Fandor felt stiff all over, his head was heavy and his mind a blank… . And then came a thirst, a
devouring, insatiable thirst.

Where he was and how he had arrived there were things past his
comprehension.

So far as the feeble light permitted, he made out the room to
contain the furnishings of an office, and by degrees, as his mind
cleared, he recalled with a start his arrest.

He was at the police station.

But why in this particular room? The walls were hung with
sporting prints. Bookshelves, a comfortable sofa, upon which he had
spent the night, all these indicated nothing less than the private
office of the chief.

And then he recalled with what consideration he had been
conducted hither. Evidently they took him for an intimate friend of
the King. Nevertheless, he was under arrest for murder, or at least
as an accomplice to a murder.

"After all," he thought, "the truth will come to light, they'll
capture the murderer and my innocence will be established.

"Besides, didn't the King promise to see me through. Probably
before this he has already taken steps for my release."

He then decided to call out:

"Is there anyone here?"

Scarcely had Fandor spoken when a man entered, who, after a
profound bow to the journalist, drew the curtains apart.

"You are awake, Monsieur?"

Fandor was amazed. What charming manners the police had!

"Oh, yes, I'm awake, but I feel stiff all over."

"That is easily understood, and I hope you will pardon …
You see, I didn't happen to be at the station … and when I got
here … why, I didn't like to wake you."

"They take me for a friend of the King of Hesse-Weimar," thought
Fandor.

"You did perfectly right, Monsieur … "

"M. Perrajas, District Commissioner of Police … and the
circumstances being such … the unfortunate
circumstances … I imagine it was better that you did not
return immediately to your apartment … in fact, I have given
the necessary orders and in a few moments … the time to get a
carriage … I can, of course, rely upon the discretion of my
men who, besides, are ignorant of … "

"Oh, that's all right."

Fandor replied in a non-committal tone. It would be wiser to
avoid any compromising admission. A carriage!—what carriage, doubtless the Black
Maria to take him to prison. And what did he mean by 'the
discretion of his men?'

"Well," thought Fandor, "he can count upon me. I shan't publish
anything yet. And after all, it's going to be very hard for me to
prove my innocence. Since I must rely on the King getting me out of
this hole, it would be very foolish of me to give him away."

"Besides," continued the officer, "I have had the concièrge
warned; she has received the most positive orders … and no
reporter will be allowed to get hold of … "

The officer became confused in his explanation.

"The incidents of last night," added Fandor.

A knock at the door and Sergeant Masson entered.

"The coupé is ready."

"Very well, Sergeant."

Fandor rose and was about to put on his overcoat, but the man
darted forward and helped him on with it.

"Do you wish me to come with you, Monsieur, or would you prefer
to return alone?"

"Oh, alone, thanks, don't trouble yourself."

The door was opened wide by the polite officer and Fandor passed
through the main hall of the Station, where everyone rose and bowed. Getting into his
carriage, he was disagreeably surprised to see an individual who
appeared to be a plain clothes man sitting on the seat. In addition
a police cyclist fell in behind the carriage as escort.

"Where the devil are they going to take me?" he wondered.

To his intense surprise, they stopped ten minutes later at the
Royal Palace, the most luxurious hotel in Paris.

With infinite deference he was then conducted to the elevator
and taken to the first floor.

"Well, this lets me out," thought Fandor. "Evidently the King
has sent for me … in a few minutes I shall be free … what
a piece of luck!"

He was shown into a sumptuous apartment and there left to his
own devices.

"Wonder what's become of Frederick-Christian," he muttered,
after a wait of twenty minutes. "It's worse than being at the
dentist's."

As the room was very warm, Fandor removed his overcoat and began
an investigation of his surroundings. Upon a table lay several
illustrated papers and picking one up he seated himself comfortably
in an armchair and began to read.

Some minutes later a Major-domo entered the room with much ceremony and silently presented him
with a card. This turned out to be a menu.

"Well, they're not going to let me starve anyway," he thought,
"and as long as the King has asked me to breakfast, I'll accept his
invitation."

Choosing several dishes at random, he returned the menu, and the
man, bowing deeply, inquired:

"Where shall we serve breakfast? In the boudoir?"

"Yes, in the boudoir."

The bow ended the interview and Fandor was once more left alone.
But not for long. Close upon the heels of the first, a second man
entered and handed the journalist a telegram and withdrew.

"Ah, now I shall get some explanation of all this mystery! This
should come from the King… . Has he got my name?… No!… the Duke of
Haworth … evidently the name of the individual I am supposed
to represent."

Fandor tore open the telegram and then stared in surprise. Not
one word of it could he make out. It was in cipher!

"Why the deuce was this given to me!… what does the whole thing
mean? Is it possible they take me for… ."











Chapter 5 BY
THE SINGING FOUNTAINS


Paris rises very late indeed on New Year's Day. The night before
is given up to family reunions, supper parties and every kind of
jollification. So the year begins with a much needed rest. The
glitter and racket of the streets gives place to a death-like
stillness. Shops are shut and the cafés are empty. Paris sleeps.
There is an exception to this rule: Certain unfortunate individuals
are obliged to rise at day-break, don their best clothes, their
uniforms and make their way to the four corners of the town to pay
ceremonial calls.

These are the Government officials representing the army, the
magistracy, the parliament, the municipality—all must pay their
respects to their chiefs. For this hardship they receive little
sympathy, as it is generally understood that while they have to
work hard on New Year's Day, they do nothing for the rest of the
year.

The somnolence of Paris, however, only extends until noon. At
that hour life begins again. It is luncheon time.

This New Year's Day differed in no wise from others, and during
the afternoon the streets were thronged with people.

A pale sun showed in the gray winter sky and the crowd seemed to
be converging toward the Place de la Concorde. Suddenly the blare
of a brass band on the Rue Royale brought curious heads to the
windows.

A procession headed by a vari-colored banner was marching toward
the banks of the Seine. The participants wore a mauve uniform with
gold trimmings and upon the banner was inscribed in huge
letters:

 

LA CAPITALE

THE GREAT EVENING PAPER

 

With some difficulty the musicians reached the Obelisk and at
the foot of the monument they formed a circle, while at a distance
the crowd awaited developments.

In the front rank two young women were standing.

One of them seemed to be greatly amused at the gratuitous
entertainment, the other appeared preoccupied and depressed.

"Come, Marie Pascal, don't be so absent-minded. You look as if
you were at a funeral."

The other, a workgirl, tried to smile and gave a deep sigh.

"I'm sorry, Mademoiselle Rose, to be out of sorts, but I feel
very upset."

Two police officers tried to force their way to the musicians
and after some difficulty they succeeded in arresting the flute and
the trombone players.

This act of brutality occasioned some commotion and the crowd
began to murmur.

The employés of La Capitale now brought up
several handcarts and improvised a sort of platform. Gentlemen in
frock coats then appeared on the scene and gathered round it. One
or two were recognized and pointed out by the crowd.

"There's M. Dupont, the deputy and director of La
Capitale."

A red-faced young man with turned up moustaches was pronounced
to be M. de Panteloup, the general manager of the paper.

As a matter of fact, those who read La
Capitale had been advised through its columns that an
attempt would be made to solve the mystery of the Singing
Fountains, which had intrigued Paris for so many weeks. A small
army of newsboys offered the paper for sale during the ceremony.
Marie Pascal bought a copy and read it eagerly.

"They haven't a word about the affair yet," she cried.

At that moment the powerful voice of M. de Panteloup was
heard:

"You are now going to hear an interesting speech by the
celebrated archivist and paleographer, M. Anastasius Baringouin,
who, better than anyone else, can explain to you the strange enigma
of the Singing Fountains."

An immense shout of laughter greeted the orator as he mounted
the steps to the stage. He was an old man, very wrinkled and shaky,
wearing a high hat much too large for his head. He was vainly
trying to settle his glasses upon a very red nose. In a thin, sharp
voice, he began:

"The phenomenon of the Singing Fountains is not, as might be
supposed, wholly unexpected. Similar occurrences have already been
noted and date back to remote antiquity. Formerly a stone statue
was erected in the outskirts of the town of Thebes to the memory of
Memnon. When the beams of the rising sun struck it, harmonious
sounds were heard to issue from it. At first this peculiarity was
attributed to some form of trickery, a secret spring or a hidden
keyboard. But upon further research, it was demonstrated that the
sounds arose from purely physical and natural causes."

The crowd which hitherto had listened in silence to the orator
now began to show signs of impatience.

"What the dickens is he gassing about?" shouted some one in the
street.

As the savant paid no attention to these signs the band struck
up a military march. Finally when order was re-established M.
Panteloup himself mounted the platform.

"This fountain, ladies and gentlemen," he began in a powerful
voice, "was built in 1836 at a cost of a million and a half francs.
In the twenty-four hours its output is 6,716 cubic yards of water.
It is composed, as you can see, of a basin of polished stone,
decorated by six tritons and nereids, each holding a fish in its
mouth from which the water flows out. Thus far there is nothing
unusual and it is therefore with justifiable surprise that we
discover the fact that at certain moments these fountains actually
sing. Are we in the presence of a phenomenon similar to that
recalled just now by M. Anastasius Baringouin? Are we, at the
beginning of the twentieth century—the century of Science and
Precision—victims of hallucination or sorcery? This, ladies and
gentlemen, is what we are about to investigate, and we will begin
by consulting the celebrated clairvoyant, Madame Gabrielle de
Smyrne."

A murmur of approbation greeted the pretty prophetess as she
appeared, but at the same moment a police officer followed by
fifteen men pushed his way to the foot of the platform and ordered
M. Panteloup to cease attracting a crowd. The latter, however, was
equal to the occasion. After lifting his hand for silence he
shouted the famous cry:

"We are here by the will of the people, we shall not go away
except by force."

The crowd cheered, and with the voices mingled the barking of
dogs.

"Ladies and gentlemen," continued M. Panteloup, "you hear the
wonderful police dogs of Neuilly, Turk and Bellone. They are coming
to help us to scent out the mystery."

This was to be the termination of the ceremony, but an unlooked
for addition to the program appeared in the person of one of those
Parisian "Natural Men" or "Primitive Men."

He was a very old, long-bearded man and wore a white robe. He
went by the name of Ouaouaoua, and his portrait had been published
in all city papers. A hush came over the crowd and then in the
silence a vague metallic murmur was heard above the splash of the
water.

This time there was no mistake. The Fountains were singing.

Thousands of witnesses were present and could testify to that
fact.

The crowd at once associated the arrival of Ouaouaoua with the
music from the Fountains, and he was acclaimed the hero of the
occasion.

M. de Panteloup, seized with a happy inspiration, shook hands
with Ouaouaoua and pinned on his white robe the gold medal
of La Capitale.

Proceedings were, however, summarily brought to a stop at this
point. The prefect of the police drove up and his men scattered the
crowd in all directions.

Ten minutes after the Place de la Concorde had assumed its usual
aspect and the tritons and nereids continued to pour out their
6,716 cubic yards of water every twenty-four hours.











Chapter 6
THE INVESTIGATION BEGINS


M. Vicart, sub-director of the Police Department, was in an
execrable humor.

In all his long career such a thing had never happened before.
In spite of the established rule, he had been deprived of his New
Year holiday, which he usually spent in visits to governmental
officials capable of influencing his advancement.

He had been ordered to his office. His morning had been spent in
endless discussions with M. Annion, his director. Numerous
telegrams, interviews, work of all kinds instead of his customary
rest. Besides, he had received from his friends only 318 visiting
cards instead of 384, last year's number. It was most annoying. He
was engaged in recounting his cards when a clerk announced the
visit of detective Juve.

"Send him in at once."

In a few moments Juve entered.

 

Juve had not changed. In spite of his forty-odd years, he was
still young looking, active, persevering and daring.

For some time past he had been left very much to his own devices
in his tracking of the elusive Fantômas, and he was rarely called
in to assist in the pursuit of other criminals. Therefore he
realized that it was an affair of the very first importance which
called for his presence in M. Vicart's office.

The detective found M. Vicart seated at his desk in the badly
lighted room.

"My dear Juve, you are probably surprised at being sent for
to-day."

"A little … yes."

"Well, you probably know that the King of Hesse-Weimar,
Frederick-Christian II, has been staying incognito in Paris?"

Juve nodded. He did not think it necessary to mention the
incident that had occasioned this visit.[1]

"Now, Christian II has, or rather had, a mistress, Susy d'Orsel,
a demi-mondaine. Were you aware of that?"

"No, what of it?"

"This woman has been murdered … or rather … has not
been murdered … you understand, Juve, has not been
murdered."

"Has not been murdered, very well!"

"Now, this woman who has not been murdered threw herself out of the window last night at
three o'clock; in a word, she committed suicide, at the precise
moment when Frederick-Christian was taking supper with her …
you grasp my meaning?"

"No, I don't. What are you trying to get at?"

"Why, it's as clear as day, Juve … the scandal! especially
as the local magistrate had the stupidity to arrest the King."

"The King has been arrested … I don't understand! Then it
wasn't suicide?"

"That is what must be established."

"And I am to take charge of the investigation?"

"I put it in your hands."

When M. Vicart had explained the circumstances of the case, Juve
summed up:

"In a word, Frederick-Christian II went to see his mistress last
night, she threw herself out of the window, the King was arrested
for murder; he put in a denial, claiming that a third person was
present, this third person escaped, an inadmissible hypothesis,
since nobody saw him and the door to the servant's staircase was
locked … this morning the King was set at liberty, and we have
now to find out whether a crime was really committed or whether it
was a case of suicide… . Is that it?"

"That is it! But you're going ahead pretty fast. You don't realize, Juve, the seriousness of the
supposition you formulate so freely… . You must know whether it's
murder or suicide! Of course! Of course!… but you are too precise…
. A King a murderer … that isn't possible. There would be
terrible diplomatic complications… . It's a case of suicide… . Susy
d'Orsel committed suicide beyond a doubt."

Juve smiled slightly.

"That has to be proved, hasn't it?"

"Certainly it must be proved. The accident happened at number
247 Rue de Monceau. Go there, question the concièrge … the
only witness… . In a word, bring us the proof of suicide in written
form. We can then send a report to the press and stifle the
threatened scandal."

Juve rose.

"I will begin an immediate investigation," he replied, smiling,
"and M. Vicart, you may depend upon me to use all means in my power
to clear up the affair … entirely and impartially."

When Juve had gone, M. Vicart realized a sense of extreme
uneasiness.

"Impartially!… the deuce!"

Hurriedly he left his office and made his way through the halls
to his chief, M. Annion. His first care
must be to cover his own responsibility in the matter.

M. Annion, cold and impassive, listened to his recital in
silence and then broke out:

"You have committed a blunder, M. Vicart. I told you this
morning to put a detective on the case who would bring us a report
along the lines that we desire. I pointed out to you the gravity of
the situation."

"But … " protested M. Vicart.

"Let me finish… . I thought I had made myself quite clear on
that point and now, you actually give the commission to Juve!"

"Exactly, Monsieur! I gave Juve the commission because he is our
most expert detective."

"That I don't deny, and therefore Juve is certain to discover
the truth! It is an unpardonable blunder."

At this moment a clerk entered with a telegram. M. Annion opened
it quickly and read it.

"Ah! this is enough to bring about the fall of the Ministry.
Listen!"

"The Minister of Hesse-Weimar to the Secretary of the Interior,
Place Beauvau, Paris—Numerous telegrams addressed to his Majesty
the King of Hesse-Weimar, at present staying incognito at the Royal
Palace Hotel, Avenue des Champs Elysées, remainunanswered, in spite of their extreme urgence. The
Minister of Hesse-Weimar begs the Secretary of the Interior of
France to kindly make inquiries and to send him the assurance that
his Majesty the King of Hesse-Weimar is in possession of these
diplomatic telegrams."

M. Annion burst out.

"There now! Pretty soon they'll be accusing us of intercepting
the telegrams … Frederick-Christian doesn't answer! How can I
help that! I suppose he's weeping over the death of his mistress.
And now that fellow Juve has taken a hand in it! I tell you.
Monsieur Vicart, we're in a nice fix!"

While M. Annion was unburdening his mind to M. Vicart, Juve left
the Ministry whistling a march, and hailed a cab to take him to the
Rue Monceau.

He quite understood what was required of him, but his
professional pride, his independence and his innate honesty of
purpose determined him to ferret out the truth regardless of
consequences.

As a matter of fact, the presence of the King in Paris was, in
part, to render a service to Juve himself.[2]

If, therefore, the hypothesis of suicide could be verified, Juve
would be able to be of use to the King; if, on the other hand, it had to be rejected,
his report would prove that fact.

On arriving at the Rue de Monceau, Juve went straight to the
concièrge's office and having shown his badge, began to question
her:

"Tell me, Madame Ceiron, did you see the King when he came to
pay his visit to his mistress?"

"No, Monsieur. I saw nothing at all. I was in bed … the
bell rang, I opened the door … the King called out as usual,
'the Duke of Haworth'—it's the name he goes by—and then he went
upstairs, but I didn't see him."

"Was he alone?"

"Ah, that's what everyone asks me! Of course he was alone …
the proof being that when they went up and found poor Mlle. Susy,
nobody else was there, so … "

Juve interrupted:

"All right. Now, tell me, did Mlle. Susy d'Orsel expect any
other visitor? Any friend?"

"Nobody that I knew of … at least that's what she said to
her lace-maker—one of my tenants … a very good young girl,
Mlle. Marie Pascal—She said like this—'I'm expecting my lover,' but
she mentioned nobody else."

"And this Marie Pascal is the last person who saw Susy d'Orsel alive, excepting, of course, the
King? The servants had gone to bed?"

"Oh, Monsieur, the maid wasn't there. Justine came down about
eleven, she said good-night to me as she went by … while Marie
Pascal didn't go up before eleven-thirty or a quarter to
twelve."

"Very well, I'll see Mlle. Pascal later. Another question, Mme.
Ceiron: did any of your tenants leave the house after the
crime … I mean after the death?"

"No, Monsieur."

"Mlle. Susy d'Orsel's apartment is reached by two staircases. Do
you know if the door to the one used by the servants was
locked?"

"That I can't tell you, Monsieur, all I know is that Justine
generally locked it when she went out."

"And while you were away hunting the doctor and the police, did
you leave the door of the house open?"

"Ah, no, Monsieur, to begin with, I didn't go out. I have a
telephone in my room, besides I never leave the door open."

"Is Justine in her room now?"

"No, I have the key, which means that she's out … she's
probably looking after funeral arrangements of the poor young
girl."

"Mlle. d'Orsel had no relations?"

"I don't think so, Monsieur."

"Is Marie Pascal in?"

"Yes … sixth floor to the right at the end of the
hall."

"Then I will go up and see her. Thanks very much for your
information, Madame."

"You're very welcome, Monsieur. Ah, this wretched business isn't
going to help the house. I still have two apartments unrented."

Juve did not wait to hear the good woman's lamentations but
hurriedly climbed the flights of stairs and knocked on the door
indicated.

It was opened by a young girl.

"Mademoiselle Marie Pascal?"

"Yes, Monsieur."

"Can I see you for a couple of minutes? I am a detective and
have charge of investigating the death of Mlle. d'Orsel."

Mlle. Pascal led the way into her modest room, which was bright
and sunny with a flowered paper on the walls, potted plants and a
bird-cage. She then began a recital of the interview she had had
with Susy. This threw no fresh light upon the case and at the end,
Juve replied:

"To sum it up, Mademoiselle, you know only one thing, that Mlle. d'Orsel was waiting for her
lover, that she told you she was not very happy, but did not appear
especially sad or cast down … in fact, neither her words nor
her attitude showed any thought of attempted suicide. Am I not
right?"

Marie Pascal hesitated; she seemed worried over something; at
length she spoke up:

"I do know more."

"What?"

Juve, to cover the young girl's confusion, had turned his head
away while putting the last question.

"Why," he remarked, "you can see Mlle. d'Orsel's apartment from
your windows!"

"Yes, Monsieur, and that … "

"Were you in bed when the suicide took place?"

"No … I was not in bed, I saw … "

"Ah! You saw! What did you see?"

"Monsieur, I haven't spoken to a soul about it; in fact, I'm not
sure I wasn't mistaken, it all happened so quickly… . I was getting
a breath of fresh air at the window, I noticed her apartment was
lighted up, I could see that through the curtains, and I said to
myself, her lover must have arrived."

"Well, what then?"

"Then suddenly some one pulled back the hall-window curtains,
then the window was flung open and I
thought I saw a man holding Mlle. d'Orsel by the shoulders …
she was struggling but without crying out … finally he threw
her out of the window, then the light was extinguished and I saw
nothing more."

"But you called for help?"

"Ah, Monsieur, I'm afraid I didn't act as I should have. I lost
my head, you understand … I left my room and was on my way
downstairs to help the poor woman … and then I heard voices,
doors slamming … I was afraid the murderer might kill me, too,
so I hurried back to my room."

"According to you, then, it was not a suicide?"

"Oh, no, Monsieur … I am quite sure she was thrown out of
the window by some man."

"Some man? But, Mademoiselle, you know Susy d'Orsel was alone
with the King, so that man must be the King."

Marie Pascal gave a dubious shrug.

"You know the King?" Juve asked.

"Yes, I sold him laces. I saw him through an open door."

"And you are not sure that he is or is not the murderer?"

"No, I don't know, that's why I've said nothing about it. I'm
not sure of anything."

"Pardon, Mademoiselle, but it seems to me you don't quite grasp
the situation … what is it you are not sure of?"

"Whether it was the King who killed poor Mlle. Susy."

"But you are sure it was a man who killed Mlle. d'Orsel?"

"Yes, Monsieur … and I am also sure it was a thin, tall
man … in fact, some one of the same build as the King."

"Well, Mademoiselle, I cannot see why you have kept this
knowledge to yourself, it is most important, for it does away with
the theory of suicide, it proves that a crime has been
committed."

"Yes, but if it wasn't the King, it would be terrible to suspect
him unjustly … that is what stopped me … "

"It must no longer stop you. If the King is a murderer, he must
be punished like any other man; if he is innocent, the guilty man
must be caught. You haven't spoken of this to the concièrge?"

Marie Pascal smiled.

"No, Monsieur, Mme. Ceiron is rather a gossip."

"I understand, but now you need keep silence no longer; in fact,
I should be glad if you would spread your news … talk of it
freely and I, on my side, will notify my
chief… . I may add that we shall not be long in clearing up this
mystery."

Juve had a reason for giving this advice. The more gossip, the
less chance would the police department have to stifle the
investigation.

 

Marie Pascal slept badly that night. She was too intelligent not
to realize that her deposition had convinced Juve of the guilt of
the King, and this troubled her greatly. She, herself, was
persuaded that she had seen the King throw Susy out of the window,
although she had had no time to identify him positively and the
young girl was alarmed at the importance of her testimony.

However, she determined to follow Juve's advice and spread the
gossip. With that purpose she went down to see Mother Ceiron. As
the concièrge was not in her room she called through the
hallway:

"Madame Ceiron!… Madame Ceiron!"

A man's voice answered and a laundryman came downstairs carrying
a basket.

"The concièrge is on the sixth floor, Mademoiselle. I passed her
as I was going up to get M. de Sérac's laundry."

"Ah, thank you, then I will wait for her."

Marie Pascal took a seat in the office, but at the end of ten minutes she became bored and decided to
go out and get a breath of the fresh morning air.

As she reached the entrance she noticed an article of clothing
lying on the ground.

"A woman's chemise," she exclaimed, picking it up. "The
laundryman must have dropped it."

Then suddenly she grew pale and retraced her steps to the
office.

"Good God!" she cried, leaning for support upon the back of a
chair.











Chapter 7
THE KING RECEIVES


The elegant attaché of the Secretary for Foreign Affairs bowed,
saying:

"I am extremely sorry to bring your Majesty this bad news."

A voice from the depth of the cushions inquired:

"What bad news?"

"I am telling your Majesty that it would be difficult—even
impossible for you to go to the Longchamps races as you had the
intention of doing."

"And why not?"

"The President of the Republic opens to-day the exposition at
the Bagatelle Museum. If your Majesty went to the Bois de Boulogne
you would run the risk of meeting him. You would then be obliged to
stop and talk a few moments, but as this interview has not been
foreseen and arranged for it would be very awkward."

"That is true."

"That is all I had to convey to your Majesty."

"Let me see, what is your name, Monsieur?"

"I am Count Adhemar de Candières, your Majesty."

"Well, Count, many thanks! You may retire."

The Count gracefully bowed himself out and with a convulsive
movement of the cushions Jerome Fandor sprang up and burst out
laughing.

"Ah!" he cried, "I thought that chap would never go! Your
Majesty!… Sire … the King … pleasant names to be called
when you're not accustomed to them. I've already had twenty-four
hours of it, and if it goes on much longer I shall begin to think
it's not a joke.

"And the King himself, what's become of him … what is
Frederick-Christian II doing now … that's something I'd like
to find out."

The journalist had indeed sufficient food for thought. From the
dawn of New Year's Day he had gone from surprise to surprise. At
first he thought he had been brought to the Royal Palace Hotel at
the instigation of the King. That would have been the simple
solution of the affair. The King must have realized the awkward
predicament in which his companion was placed and in spite of his
drunken stupor he would come to his assistance as soon as possible.
As a matter of fact, Fandor had been set at liberty. The journalist
therefore had waited patiently for the arrival of the King, who was
unaccountably late.

Then little by little it began to dawn on him that the hotel people were considering him not as a
friend of the King but as the King himself! Under ordinary
circumstances, he would at once have made his identity known, but
against that there were now a multitude of objections. His presence
in the apartment of the murdered Susy d'Orsel had created an
ambiguous and disagreeable situation. Again, was the personnel of
the hotel really duped by the substitution?

The situation was becoming more and more difficult for Fandor.
He realized that he was being watched. The evening before one of
the clerks of the Royal Palace Hotel had informed him that his
Majesty's automobile was ready. For a moment Fandor did not know
what to do, but finally decided to take a chance for an outing. As
soon as he had come downstairs he regretted his decision. Among the
persons lounging in the lobby he recognized five or six detectives
whom he had known and he realized that the police would have
accurate information as to where he might go. On reaching the door
he saw three or four automobiles lined up outside. Which one
belonged to the King? Faced by this situation he acted without
hesitation, he turned quickly and went back to the Royal apartment,
where during the rest of the evening he had been left in peace. The
following morning he awoke with a violent headache, and applied the
usual remedy for the neuralgia to which he
was subject. He bound up his head with a large silk scarf which he
found in the Royal wardrobe. During the course of the morning his
hotel bill was brought to him, which amounted to four thousand
francs.

"Pretty stiff," he muttered, "for three days' stay. It may be
all right for Frederick-Christian II, but for a poor devil of a
journalist it is rather awkward."

Fandor was wondering what he should do about it when the
telephone rang to announce a visitor. After listening at the
receiver, his face suddenly lighted with a broad smile.

"Show him up," he answered.

Several moments afterwards a man entered the apartment He was
about forty and wore the conventional frock coat and light
gloves.

"I am," he said, "the private secretary of the Comptoir National
de Crédit and am at your Majesty's disposition for the settlement
of accounts. Your Majesty will excuse our sub-director for not
having come himself to take your orders as it is his pleasure and
honor generally to do, but he has been ill for several days and
that is why I have begged permission for this audience with your
Majesty."

Fandor with difficulty repressed his desire to laugh and
congratulated himself that he had escaped the danger of being shown up by the sub-director
who knew the real King. The Secretary brought with him a large sum
of money which he placed at the disposal of the sovereign. For a
moment Fandor was tempted to accept the money but his scruples held
him back. If things should turn out badly it would not do to lay
himself open to the charge of usurping the Royal funds as well as
the personality of the King. So he limited himself to handing over
the hotel bill, saying:

"Kindly settle this without delay and don't stint yourself with
the tips."

A little later a porter entered with newspapers. Fandor seized
them eagerly, but after a single glance he could not repress a
movement of impatience.

"These idiots," he growled to himself, "always bring me the
Hesse-Weimar papers, and I don't know a confounded word of German.
What I would like to get hold of is a copy of La
Capitale."

He rang the bell intending to give the order for a copy to be
sent up, but at that moment a servant announced:

"Mlle. Marie Pascal is here, your Majesty."

"What does she want?"

The servant handed Fandor a letter.

"Your Majesty has granted an interview to her."

Without thinking the journalist asked: "Is she pretty?"

The employé of the Royal Palace kept a straight face. He was too
much in the habit of dealing with royal patrons. The King might
joke as much as he pleased, but the same liberty was not granted to
others. He therefore made a deep bow and said with a tone of
profound deference:

"I will send Marie Pascal to your Majesty."











Chapter 8
MARIE PASCAL


Now that he had become a King and was obliged to receive
unexpected visits in that capacity, Fandor had adopted the wise
precaution of making his visitors wait in the main Salon, while he
retired to the adjoining study. From there, thanks to a large
mirror, he could see them without being seen himself. Following
this precaution he waited for the appearance of his visitor and
scarcely had she set foot in the Salon when he experienced an
agreeable surprise.

"Ah, there's a pretty girl."

He was right. She was charming, with her large clear blue eyes,
her fair hair and slight figure.

"By Jove," thought Fandor, "here's a way to fill up my hours of
solitude. It oughtn't to be hard for one in my position to get up
an intrigue, and provided the lady is not too shy I can begin one
of those adventures one reads of in fairy stories."

Covering his face still further with his scarf and putting on a
pair of blue spectacles he entered the Salon. The young girl
betrayed a slight movement of surprise
upon seeing him. At his silent invitation she sat down on the edge
of an armchair without daring to raise her eyes. Then followed a
long pause, until Fandor recollected that according to etiquette
she was waiting for him to speak first.

"Well, Mademoiselle, what can I do for you?"

The young girl stammered: "I wanted to see you …
pardon … to see your Majesty … to tell him how grateful I
am for the laces he ordered from me … that your Majesty
ordered."

Fandor began to be amused at the embarrassment of the young
girl, so to set her at ease he remarked:

"Mademoiselle, just talk to me as you would to anyone else, and
as for the laces, I shall be very glad to order others."

A start of surprise from Marie Pascal gave Fandor the uneasy
feeling that he had made a break.

"Then, your Majesty, I suppose I must send the next lot to the
Queen."

"Of course."

"How about the bill?"

Fandor repressed a smile. Evidently these poor Kings must have
one hand in their pockets. As the interview continued the young
girl regained her confidence, and going close to Fandor, spoke in a
tone of sincere anxiety:

"Sire, it was not you … oh, forgive me." And then in a
lower tone: "I have denounced you, Sire."

Then, dropping to her knees, Marie Pascal repeated all that had
happened. Fandor now realized that the death of Susy d'Orsel had a
witness and that a detective was now in possession of the
facts.

"And this detective! Is he tall, broad shouldered, about
forty-five, with gray hair and clean shaven?"

The young girl was astonished at the accuracy of the
portrait.

"Why, yes, Sire … your Majesty is right."

"It can be no other than Juve," thought Fandor joyfully. Then
turning to Marie Pascal, "Now you must answer truthfully the
question I am going to ask you. Will you tell me why, after
accusing me of this dreadful crime, you have suddenly changed your
opinion and come to tell me how sorry you are and that you are now
sure I am not guilty? You must have very serious reasons for this
change of front."

"I have been convinced of your innocence," she replied, "by the
most absolute proof." She then recounted to Fandor her discovery of
the chemise belonging to the Marquis de Sérac.

"After picking up this chemise I was about to give it over to
Mme. Ceiron, the concièrge of the house, when my eyes happened to
fall upon the ruffles on the sleeves.
Attached to the right sleeve were some shreds of lace which seemed
to have been torn from a larger piece. I am a lace maker and I
recognized immediately that these pieces came from a dress I had
just delivered to Mlle. Susy d'Orsel a few hours before."

Fandor, who was listening with the closest attention, now asked:
"What do you deduce from that, Mademoiselle?"

"Sire, simply that the person who threw Susy d'Orsel out of the
window was wearing that chemise."

"And," continued the journalist, "as this belonged to the
Marquis de Sérac?"

"But it is a woman's chemise."

Fandor quickly realized the importance of this testimony. First,
that Susy d'Orsel had really been murdered and secondly that the
King Frederick-Christian had had no hand in it.

"Is your Majesty very unhappy over the death of Mlle.
d'Orsel?"

Fandor glanced sharply at the young woman and then replied
enigmatically: "I am, of course, very much shocked at the tragic
end of this poor girl. But what is the matter with you?"

Marie Pascal was growing paler and paler and finally collapsed
in his arms. Gently he placed Marie Pascal on a sofa. For a few moments Fandor sat there
holding her hands. Then she sat up quickly.

"What are you doing?"

Ready to continue what he considered an amusing adventure, he
was about to take her in his arms murmuring, "I love you." But she
rose quickly and fled horror-stricken.

"No, no, it's horrible." She sank down covering her face and
crying hysterically.

Fandor rushed over just in time to hear her murmur, "Alas, and I
love you."

A variety of sentiments and impressions passed through the mind
of Fandor. At first, delighted with the avowal he had heard, he
took her, unresisting, in his arms. Then suddenly he became the
victim of a violent jealousy. For it was not to Fandor she had
yielded but to the King of Hesse-Weimar, Frederick-Christian. She
looked so pretty with her tears and her love that the situation
became intolerable to him.

"Sire," whispered the gentle voice of Marie Pascal, "may I
remind you of a promise? Dare I ask for a souvenir?" She pointed to
a photograph of Frederick-Christian II.

"All right, all right," growled Fandor, "take it."

She then handed him a pen and asked him to write a
dedication.

"No, I'll be hanged if I do," cried Fandor. Then seeing that the
young girl was beginning to cry again, he added:

"My dear Marie Pascal, I am very sorry but it is against the
rule for me to write a single word on my portrait… . It is against
the Constitution." The journalist searched through his pockets to
find something he might give her as compensation, and then clasped
her to his heart as the only thing possible to do under the
circumstances. At this moment a servant entered and gravely
announced:

"Sire, Wulfenmimenglaschk is here." Had the sun or the moon or
the King himself been announced Fandor's amazement would not have
been greater. Marie Pascal was about to slip away embarrassed,
hardly capable of leaving in so much happiness, when Fandor
recalled her.

"Mademoiselle!"

"Sire!"

"What you told me just now about the torn lace you had better
repeat at police headquarters." Then in a lower tone he continued
his instructions. When he had finished she nodded her head.

Yes, she would go and find Juve, the detective Juve, as the King
had ordered her, and she would tell him everything.

The servant was waiting motionless for the King's answer.

"Wulfenmimenglaschk," thought he, "that must be one of those
extraordinary German-American cocktails which Frederick-Christian
is accustomed to order." He turned to the servant:

"Pour it out." At the man's surprise Fandor realized that he had
made a mistake. At this moment a very fat man with scarlet face and
pointed moustache appeared in the doorway and gave the military
salute, announcing in a voice of thunder:

"Wulfenmimenglaschk!"

"Good God," murmured the journalist, dropping into an armchair.
"This time I'm dished. He's come from Hesse-Weimar."











Chapter 9 A
PARTY OF THREE


Juve was busy searching in a bureau drawer while Marie Pascal
was going through piles of linen in her cupboard.

"You are sure you put it there?" asked Juve. "Madame Ceiron
hasn't by any chance taken it away, has she?"

"Oh, no," replied Marie Pascal, "I am quite sure I locked it in
my drawer, and locked the door of my room as well."

The room had been turned completely topsy-turvy, while Juve and
Marie Pascal were searching anxiously and nervously through all the
girl's belongings.

When she left the Royal Palace Hotel, Marie Pascal had gone
directly to Police Headquarters, where she had found Juve. After
telling him the history of the chemise fallen from the Marquis de
Sérac's laundry, she had repeated all the details of her interview
with the King and the advice he had given her.

"His Majesty Frederick-Christian was certainly wise in sending
you here," he replied; "to begin with, it proves most conclusively that he has every
intention of denying the crime of which you accused him yesterday,
and of which you no longer accuse him to-day."

Marie Pascal protested: "I never accused him!"

"It amounted to the same thing, for the man you say threw Susy
d'Orsel out of the window could only be the King, since he was
alone with his mistress… . Now we get the further evidence of the
chemise found by you quite by chance … and by sending you to
me His Majesty explicitly accuses a woman, the woman to whom that
chemise belonged—of having killed Susy d'Orsel."

"The first thing to be done, Mademoiselle, is to go to your room
and have a look at this garment. The Marquis de Sérac himself is
away, and besides, his reputation is well known. Therefore, we
cannot accuse him. If the chemise was found among his laundry it
would imply that the murderer, taken by surprise, hid himself in
the Marquis's apartment and either changed his clothes there or
dropped the chemise into the Marquis's laundry-bag on purpose to
create a false scent."

Without further words, Juve and the young girl drove to Rue de
Monceau to examine the chemise which she had found that morning.
Marie Pascal unlocked her door; a few moments later started in
amazement. The chemise had disappeared. Afterward Juve began to wonder whether Marie Pascal had spoken
the truth or whether it was a put-up story between herself and the
King.

"There's no use looking any further," he cried, "some one has
stolen it."

"But it's terrible," replied Marie Pascal. "It is the only
evidence that would clear the King. The only proof that he is not
guilty. How can anyone be sure that I really found the
chemise?"

Juve nodded. "That's what I have been asking myself,
Mademoiselle."

"Oh, what can be done?"

The anxiety of the young girl interested Juve keenly.

"It's very annoying, Mademoiselle. But, after all, it only
affects you indirectly. The King will have to explain clearly
whether he was alone with Susy d'Orsel or whether a woman
accompanied him."

"Yes, but then they will suspect him… . Oh, M. Juve, what do you
think?"

Juve gave a dry cough and answered:

"Well, Mademoiselle, this is the way I figure it out. Susy
d'Orsel has been the mistress of the King for about two years, and
as you know constancy is unusual with men, it is quite possible
that Frederick-Christian had had enough of his mistress and had
become interested in another woman."

"That doesn't explain anything."

"Oh, yes, it does. It explains everything. Suppose, for
instance, that the King had fallen in love with another
demi-mondaine, and that had brought her to the apartment to notify
Susy d'Orsel of his intention to break with her. Might not a
quarrel have arisen between the two women and the new mistress,
exasperated by some taunt, had thrown the unfortunate Susy d'Orsel
out of the window?… That would be a commonplace enough story."

While speaking Juve was watching carefully the expression on
Marie Pascal's face. She had grown very pale and at the end
protested with a cry:

"No, no, you are wrong. The King had not two mistresses. And
besides, the chemise I found was made of coarse linen, and would
not certainly be worn by that sort of woman."

"Ah," thought Juve, "I wonder if Marie Pascal by any chance is
in love with his Majesty. That would explain many things. To begin
with, the reason why she was watching Susy's window. Also why the
King, touched perhaps by the caprice of this girl, had had a row
with his mistress, and finally why Marie Pascal, having seen him
again, had invented the story of the chemise, which could not be
found. This young girl is imprudent. She lets it be seen too
clearly how disagreeable the hypothesis
would be to her. After reasoning thus to himself Juve turned to the
young girl.

"Well, Mademoiselle Marie, if my supposition is wrong there can
be only one explanation, namely, that some woman committed the
crime, a woman who was hidden in the apartment and who subsequently
hid the chemise in the Marquis de Sérac's laundry bag, and then
having learned of your discovery returned to your room to recover
the compromising article." Marie Pascal remained silent. Juve
continued with the intention of alarming her out of her
reserve.

"But if this last supposition is the right one we must admit
that it is none the less unfortunate for the King. For once the
chemise disappeared the King must be held guilty until further
discovery."

Marie Pascal replied simply:

"It is frightful. The more so because I had this proof in my
hand, and I know very well he is innocent."

Juve picked up his hat and began buttoning his overcoat.

"Naturally, Mademoiselle, you yourself know … and I may add
that I am of your opinion, but still you have no proof to offer,
and consequently… ."

Marie Pascal wrung her hands in desperation.

"What is to be done? How can the truth come to light… . Ah, I
shall never forgive myself for having at
first accused the King and then losing the proof of his
innocence."

"Oh, don't take it to heart too much. In criminal affairs the
first results of the investigator are really conclusive."

Juve nodded to the young girl and rapidly went downstairs
smiling to himself. One thing and one alone had developed from his
interview. The King denied his guilt.

"The only thing I know," he thought, "is that the concièrge
affirms that Frederick-Christian was alone when he came to see Susy
d'Orsel… . If I can prove that definitely I can also prove by the
chain of evidence that the King is guilty. But how to do it?"

Juve hurried through the courtyard, passing the office of Mme.
Ceiron, who was out at that moment. As he had already obtained the
key of Susy d'Orsel's apartment, her absence did not trouble
him.

"I'll be willing to bet," he thought, "that I shall find nothing
interesting in her rooms. But it is at least my duty to go over
them carefully… . If only I could discover evidence showing that
three persons were there together, but that is most unlikely. The
officers, the doctors, the concièrge and the men who carried the
body to the Morgue would have destroyed all traces."

It was not without a slight shudder that Juve entered the
apartment where the tragedy occurred. With a real catch at his
heart he went through the bright, luxuriously decorated rooms,
still giving evidence of a feminine presence.

Death had entered there. The sinister death of crime, brutal,
unforeseen. A hundred times more tragic for remaining unexplained.
Juve, however, quickly stifled his feelings. He was there to
investigate and nothing else mattered. The bedroom presented
nothing worthy of notice, the boudoir was in perfect order, also
the kitchen and the hall.

Juve entered, finally, the dining-room. It was there, according
to the testimony of witnesses, that the crime must have taken
place. It was there in any case that Susy d'Orsel had received her
lover.

Nothing had been deranged. The table was still set for supper.
Two places, side by side, bore mute witness that the King had been
alone with his mistress.

Juve at first carefully examined the general lay of the room.
The disposition of the chairs, the two knives from the two forks,
two fish plates, all went to prove there had been only two persons
at the table.

But suddenly he gave a start and his face expressed the keenest
interest. He dropped to his knees and carefully examined the floor
under the table.

"Unless I am dreaming there are ashes here."

Juve bent forward and noticed at the right of the sofa an ash
receiver placed near the edge of the table, and below on the carpet
a small heap of gray ash.

"To begin with, we'll admit that Susy d'Orsel flicked the ash
off her cigarette … gray ash from Egyptian tobacco, a woman's
cigarette."

He now moved to the left of the sofa.

"In the second place, here is another heap of ashes in this
plate … cigar ashes … in fact here is the tend showing a
German brand… . So the King was sitting on the right of Susy
d'Orsel. Less careful, he used his plate instead of an ash
receiver."

Now bending down he noticed on the carpet a third heap of
ash.

"A third person has been smoking here. For there is no reason
why the King should have changed his place and sat at the opposite
side of the table where no place is laid… . Also this third person,
in smoking a cigarette, and having no plate or ash receiver,
dropped his ashes on the carpet."

After a moment's thought Juve took from his pocket a small
automatic lighting arrangement and going on his hands and knees
under the table began a careful examination of its feet. In a
moment he gave an exclamation of joy.

"Ah, I have got it now. This is conclusive."

And in fact Juve had made a most important discovery. The heavy
legs of the table were joined by crosspieces and Juve had been able
to determine where Susy d'Orsel had rested her feet. He saw also
the slight traces of mud where the King had rested his feet. Most
important, however, was the fact that further traces of mud had
been left by a third pair of feet.

"If only I could identify the feet that were placed here, and
whether they belonged to a woman."

A closer examination of the wood made him rise to his feet with
a cry. Quickly taking a chair, he placed it before the table in the
place that might naturally be occupied by a third guest, and then
sat down. This is what he discovered. It was quite impossible for a
woman to have been sitting there. Having stretched his legs and
rested his feet upon the traces of mud, he discovered that one of
the legs of the table came directly between his knees. A woman's
skirt would have made this position impossible for her.

"Why, the King was telling the truth! There were three persons
in this dining-room a few moments before the crime was committed.
And they were Susy d'Orsel, the King and another man."

Juve now threw himself into an armchair and remained buried in
thought.

"To sum it up, the King alone is in a position to give me
further information… . And if he should refuse to speak or should
attempt to lie I have now within my hands the means of forcing him
to tell the truth."

He sprang up quickly.

"The next thing to do is to go and see the King."











Chapter 10
WULFENMIMENGLASCHK


Wulfenmimenglaschk!

Fandor stared in consternation at the individual who had just
entered the apartment of Frederick-Christian II.

He was enormously fat and absurd looking. A large red nose stood
out between two little blinking eyes; a heavy moustache bushed
above his three well-defined chins. In his hand he held a soft
green hat, through the ribbon of which was stuck a feather. He wore
a wide leather belt containing cartridge cases, and the butts of
two revolvers peeped out of his pockets.

The man began once more.

"Wulfen … "

Fandor stopped him with a movement of impatience.

"Won't you please speak French, so long as we are in
France?"

For the twenty-fifth time this strange individual repeated the
phrase which apparently meant his name and added in French:

"Head of the Secret Service of the Kingdom of Hesse-Weimar and
Attaché of your Majesty."

Fandor congratulated himself that the table separated them. He
expected at any moment to be shown up as an impostor. But thinking
the best plan would be to try and bluff it through he said
graciously:

"Sit down, Monsieur Wulf."

"But that isn't possible."

"Yes, it is … take that chair."

"I should never dare to," answered the police officer.

Fandor insisted.

"We desire you."

Wulf bowed to such formal instructions, murmuring:

"I do so at the order of your Majesty."

Fandor sprang up amazed.

"Does he take me for the King too? That can't be possible. The
head of the Secret Service! They must be carrying this joke out to
the bitter end. I'm hanged if I can understand it."

"What do you want?"

The man who since his entrance had not taken his eyes off
Fandor, now appeared to be considering him with the greatest
admiration.

"Ah! Heaven be thanked… . My most cherished desire has come to pass… . Your Majesty has
been good enough to allow me the honor of a personal
interview."

"He must be mad," thought Fandor.

"Of course I was well acquainted with your august features… .
Frederick-Christian II is popular in his kingdom … his
portrait hangs on the walls of private houses as well as public
buildings. But your Majesty understands that portraits and the
reality are often dissimilar… . Now, although for seventeen years I
have belonged to the Secret Service of the Kingdom, I have never
before had the honor of meeting his Majesty face to face."

"So, Monsieur Wulf, you think I don't look like my
portrait."

"Pardon me, Sire, that is not what I wish to say. The portrait
represents your Majesty as being taller and heavier, with a larger
moustache and fairer hair."

"In other words," said Fandor, smiling, "my portrait flatters
me."

"Oh, Sire, quite the contrary, I assure you."

"Well, what do you want?"

Wulf was evidently waiting for this question. He rose from the
seat and made a careful inspection of the room, opening each door
to see that no one was outside listening.
Then he returned to Fandor and whispered:

"I am here on a secret mission, Sire."

"Well, let's hear what it is."

"I am charged with two commissions, one which interests your
Majesty, the other the Kingdom. To begin with, I have come to get
your reply to the telegram in cipher which his Highness the
Minister of the Interior sent your Majesty yesterday."

"The deuce," thought Fandor, "this is getting annoying. What on
earth shall I tell him?"

Then with an air of innocence he asked:

"What telegram are you speaking of? I have received none."

"Your Majesty didn't receive it?"

"Well, you know the service is rotten in France."

"Yes," replied Wulf scornfully, "it's easy to see it's a
Republic."

Fandor smiled. If he was compelled to run down his own country
for once, it wouldn't matter.

"What can you expect with the continual strikes … however,
that's not our fault, is it, Wulf?"

"Quite true, Sire."

The Chief of the Secret Service leaned toward Fandor and
whispered mysteriously.

"I have it, Sire."

"What," inquired Fandor, with somewhat of anxiety.

"The text of the telegram."

Wulf drew out a document and was about to hand it to Fandor, but
the latter stopped him with a gesture.

"Read it to me."

"His Highness, the Minister of the Interior, begs to inform your
Majesty that since his absence a propaganda unfavorable to the
throne is being actively spread in the Court and in the town. The
partisans of Prince Gudulfin believe the occasion favorable to
seize the Government."

Fandor pretended anger.

"Ah, it's Prince Gudulfin again!"

"Alas, Sire, it is always the Prince."

Fandor repressed a violent laugh.

"Is that all?"

"No, Sire. His Highness the Minister requested to know, in the
name of the Queen, when your Majesty has the intention of returning
to his Kingdom."

Fandor rose and tapping Wulf amicably on the shoulder
replied:

"Tell the Queen that business of the greatest importance keeps
me in Paris, but that before long I hope to return to the
Court."

Wulf looked at him without answering, and Fandor added with
great dignity:

"You can go now."

"But I have a formal order not to return to Glotzbourg without
your Majesty, and when your Majesty is ready I am at your orders.
Even to-night."

Then he added in a low tone:

"That would be a pity, for in Paris … "

Fandor glanced quickly at him. So this fat police officer was
like the rest of the world. He, too, wanted to have his fling in
Paris.

At this moment they were interrupted by the arrival of the
servant carrying a tray of cocktails. Fandor turned smilingly to
Wulf.

"Have a cocktail, Wulf?"

The officer almost choked with delight. In Hesse-Weimar he would
never have imagined that his King could be so charming and simple
in private life. He made some remark to this effect and the
journalist answered:

"Why not, Wulf? Hesse-Weimar and France are two different
places … we are now in a democracy, let's be democratic." Then
clinking his glass with Wulf's he cried:

"To the health of the Republic!"

Fandor now led the conversation to the charms and seductions of Paris, and he pictured the
delights of the city in such glowing terms that Wulf's little eyes
sparkled and his purple face became even more congested. He lost
his timidity. He expressed a wish to see the Moulin-Rouge and the
Singing Fountains.

"What do you know about them?" inquired Fandor.

"Why, they speak of nothing else in Hesse-Weimar."

"You shall hear them then… . Look here, Wulf, are you
married?"

"Yes, Sire."

"Then I'll bet you deceive your wife."

"Hum! I should be sorry if my wife heard you say that. For up to
now … "

Fandor laughed.

"Oh, we Kings know everything. Even more than your Secret
Service."

"That's true," cried Wulf, "absolutely true."

"Wulf, Paris is the town of charming women. I am sure they will
please you greatly. And as I have no need of your services
to-morrow I will give you your liberty."

The officer was about to break into thanks when the door opened
and a servant announced:

"Will your Majesty receive Monsieur Juve?"

"Show him in."

When the detective entered and heard Fandor addressed as His
Majesty he opened his eyes and stood staring, while Fandor himself
was obliged to stuff his handkerchief into his mouth to prevent
himself from roaring with laughter.

Juve began:

"What does this mean?… "

But Fandor quickly stepped forward.

"Monsieur Juve, let me introduce you to Monsieur Wulf. Monsieur
Wulf is the head of the Secret Service in my Kingdom of
Hesse-Weimar."

Then tapping Wulf familiarly on the shoulder he added:

"He's one of the greatest detectives in the world. He was able
to find the King of Hesse-Weimar right here in this apartment… .
Though he had never seen me, he found me and recognized me!"

The officer beamed with delight at the compliment. Fandor then
conducted him to the door, whispering advice as to the best way of
passing his night in Paris.



Scarcely had the ridiculous Wulf disappeared when Juve seized
Fandor by the shoulder.

"Fandor! What does this mean?"

"Why, Juve, simply that I'm the King of Hesse-Weimar—of which
fact you had a proof just now."

But Juve's face was serious.

"Now, without joking, tell me what you are doing here."

When Fandor had finished his explanation Juve seized him by the
hand.

"Where is the King, Fandor?"

"I have already told you. I haven't the least idea. And,
furthermore, I don't care."

"You are crazy to talk this way. What is happening is extremely
serious."

"Why?"

"Simply because a charge of murder has been brought against
Frederick-Christian."

"Very few people know it," exclaimed the journalist.

He stopped speaking suddenly. Outside the murmur of a crowd grew
louder and louder as it approached. Juve and Fandor ran to the
window just in time to receive a volley of stones which broke the
glass in several places. The two men sprang back.

"Put out the lights!" cried Juve.

Below them the avenue was black with people. After a moment they
could distinguish what they were shouting.

"Murderer! Murderer! Down with the King!"

"That surprises you, Fandor," exclaimed Juve, "but for the last
forty-eight hours I have been watching this trouble grow, and I tell you it is going
to end badly."

At the head of the mob and more daring than the others appeared
a strange individual. A long-bearded old man, dressed in white, was
endeavoring to force his way into the hotel and a fight was taking
place at the door.

"I know him," muttered Juve, "I have seen him once or twice
before trying to raise a row about this affair."

"Why it's Ouaouaoua, the Primitive Man," cried Fandor.

A squad of policemen now arrived on the scene, and without much
difficulty succeeded in dispersing the mob.



"Well, Juve."

"Well, Fandor."

"To tell you the truth, Juve," admitted the journalist, "I am
beginning to get a little uneasy. However, this manifestation is
against Frederick-Christian, not against me… ."

Juve interrupted.

"Idiot, don't you understand what's happening? Either one of two
things. You are the King, and therefore in the opinion of the
public the murderer of Susy d'Orsel, or you are not the King, and
in that case you are an impostor, which
will make it all the more likely that you will be considered as the
murderer."

"Not much," cried Fandor. "You seem to forget it was I who
picked up … "

"Who knows that?" continued Juve. "Why, my dear fellow, think
for a moment, if the King is guilty, and even if he is not, he will
be only too glad to throw the responsibility for this tragedy upon
your shoulders… . That would let him out of it completely. The
situation could not be much worse. Suppose that this evening,
to-morrow, at any moment some one finds out that you are not the
King, you will then not only be suspected of the murder of Susy
d'Orsel, but you will be accused of having done away with the King…
. Where is the King? You haven't the least idea. Then what answer
could you make?"

"The devil," murmured Fandor, suddenly growing pale. "I didn't
think of that. You are right, Juve, I am in a bad fix."

There was a moment of silence. The two men looked at one
another, troubled and anxious. Then Fandor, struck by a sudden
inspiration, seized his hat and cane.

"What are you doing?" inquired Juve.

"I … Why I'm going to clear out."

"How?… The King's apartment is surrounded by Secret Service men…
. They take good care of His Majesty… . You were forgetting
that!"

"That's true," said Fandor, depressed. "So now I am actually a
prisoner. Look here, Juve, what has become of this
Frederick-Christian? Haven't you any clue to follow?"

"No."

"He can't have vanished into thin air. We must find him if it is
humanly possible."

"That's my opinion, Fandor, but I am wondering how."

And then suddenly to each of them the same thought occurred.

Fantômas!

Was it not probable that the strange crime of which Susy d'Orsel
was the victim, the mysterious disappearance of the King, might be
attributed to this enigmatic and redoubtable bandit?

It would not have been the first time that the journalist and
the detective had put forth a similar hypothesis.

Fantômas had always symbolized the very essence of crime
itself.











Chapter 11
ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-SEVEN STATIONS


On leaving Fandor, Juve walked up the Avenue Champs Elysées,
refusing the offers of various cab drivers. He felt the need of
movement as an antidote to his growing worry over the affair. On
arriving at the Rue Saussaies, Juve sent up his card to M. Annion
and requested an immediate interview. In a few moments he was shown
into M. Annion's office.

"Well, what's new? What's the result of your investigation,
Juve?"

"There is nothing much to report yet. The theory of suicide is
possible, although a crime may have been committed. Whether the
King is involved or not in this affair is still uncertain. It will
take me a week at least to find out."

"In other words, you know nothing yet. Well, I can tell you a
few things you don't know. Pass me those documents."

M. Annion looked through the papers and then continued:

"When Vicart saw you this morning he forgot to give you some of the instructions I had charged
him with… . I sent two of my men to the Royal Palace Hotel… . Do
you know what they found?"

"No, I haven't the least idea. There was nothing to learn at the
Royal Palace itself."

"On the contrary, they made an extraordinary discovery."

"What was it?"

"They discovered that the King is not the King. The individual
who is posing as Frederick-Christian II is an impostor. Rather
sensational news, isn't it?"

"So sensational that I don't believe it."

"And why not, if you please?"

Juve avoided a direct reply. He asked:

"Upon what do you place this supposed imposture?"

M. Annion took up the papers before him.

"I have the evidence here before me. But first I must tell you
how our suspicions became aroused… . This morning, after your
departure, we received a telegram from Hesse-Weimar inquiring why
Frederick-Christian did not reply to the telegram sent him from his
kingdom… . That gave me an inkling of what was going on… . I sent
to the Royal Palace Hotel and there my two detectives learned that
Frederick-Christian had gained the reputation of being extremely odd, in fact, half crazy.
Furthermore, that he was acting in a manner totally different from
that of former occasions. He now scarcely moves from his room,
whereas previously he spent most of his time out of doors."

M. Annion handed Juve the documents and begged him to look them
over himself. After returning them Juve realized that his best
chance would be to gain time.

"This is going to cause a great deal of trouble. If an impostor
is really installed in the Royal Palace Hotel we shall have to
notify the Chancellor and ask for the authorization to
verify … In other words, a number of tiresome formalities will
have to be complied with."

"Wait a minute, I have more surprises for you. We now have the
press on our trail. All the evening papers publish articles
inferring the guilt of the King… . They come out boldly accusing
him of murder. Would you believe that at seven o'clock this evening
there was a shouting, howling mob in front of the Royal Palace? And
so, my dear Juve, you had better take two men with you, and without
delay go to the hotel and arrest the man who is passing for the
King, and who is, besides, the murderer of Susy d'Orsel."

This is what Juve feared; he determined to make every effort to
prevent the arrest of Fandor.

"All this is very well, but I think you will agree with me that
it is a romance, Monsieur Annion."

"May I ask why you think that?"

"Certainly, Monsieur Annion.

"You intend to arrest the false King because he is accused by
the public of murder… . If he were the real King, would you be
willing to arrest him without further proof?"

"No … naturally not … but then he is an impostor, so
that won't worry me."

"Very good, Monsieur Annion, and now, suppose you have guessed
wrong? After all, you are basing your conclusion upon a number of
minor details, upon the observation of hotel clerks. All that is
not sufficient. But don't you think anyone in Paris knows the King
by sight?"

"Only two persons knew him here… . The Ambassador of
Hesse-Weimar, M. de Naarboveck, who has just been changed and whose
successor has not as yet arrived. The other person is one of his
friends, the Marquis de Sérac, who happens to be away from Paris
just now."

Juve smiled.

"You forget one man, Monsieur Annion, who knows the King better than either of these. I refer
to the head of the Secret Service of Hesse-Weimar … one of my
colleagues. He is at present staying at the Royal Palace and sees
the King every day. Consequently it will be scarcely possible to
deceive him."

"What is his name?" asked M. Annion.

"It's rather complicated; he calls himself Wulfenmimenglaschk,
which we may cut to Wulf for all practical purposes. What should
you think of his testimony?"

M. Annion hesitated.

"Of course, if this individual knows the King … "

"He is attached to the King's person."

"And you are sure he recognized him at the Royal Palace?"

"I'll bring him here and let him speak for himself."

"Well, I'll give you until eleven to-morrow morning to produce
this Wulf … or whatever he calls himself; if then he cannot
positively affirm that the King is really the King, you must arrest
the impostor immediately. If, on the other hand, he does recognize
him, we must refer the matter to the Minister of Foreign
Affairs."

"That is understood," replied Juve, and he took his leave.

As Juve found himself again in the Rue de Saussaies his face
clouded over.

"Twenty-four hours gained anyway, but I wonder where the devil I
can get hold of this Wulf? I might catch him at the
Moulin-Rouge … Fandor sent him there."

Juve drove to the music hall and, showing his card, questioned
the officials.

"I'm looking for a fat little man, probably slightly drunk,
foreign accent, wears a brown coat, tight trousers, white spats,
and is plastered all over with decorations."

"I saw him," cried one of the ushers. "I checked his overcoat
and noticed the decorations. He left some time ago."

"Confound it!" muttered Juve. "You don't know why he left so
early? The show is only beginning."

The usher smiled.

"Well, he carried a couple of girls away with him. Probably he's
in some nearby café."

Juve decided to spend the whole night, if necessary, to find
Wulf, and began a systematic search through all the cafés of
Montmartre.

At length, about three in the morning, he decided to give
himself a rest and take a drink. For this purpose he entered a small café at the corner
of the Rue de Douai and the Rue Victor-Masse, and ordered a beer.
He put the usual question:

"You don't happen to have seen a fat little man, drunk and
profusely decorated?"

The proprietor at once grew excited.

"I should think I have seen him. He came in here asking for some
outlandish brand of cigarettes, and ended by taking the cheapest I
had, then paid for them with foreign money. And when I refused to
take it, he threatened me with some King or other! Aren't we still
a republic, I should like to know?"

Evidently, from the description, it could be no other than the
peripatetic Wulf.

"Was he alone?" asked Juve.

"Oh, he brought in a little blonde with him, but when she saw
his fake money, I guess she gave him the slip, for he turned to the
right and she went up the street in the opposite direction."

"The devil!" exclaimed Juve; "the trail is lost again."

A waiter stepped forward.

"I think he went to the Courcelles Station; he asked me where it
was."

"The Courcelles Station!"

Juve stood staring in amazement. What on earth could Wulf want
to go there for?

"Have you a telephone?" he asked.

"Yes, Monsieur."

With great difficulty Juve succeeded in getting the
connection.

"Hullo! Is that your Majesty?"

Fandor's voice replied, laughingly:

"Yes, it's His Majesty all right, but His Majesty doesn't like
being wakened up at night. What can I do for you, my dear
Juve?"

"Can you tell me where Wulf is?"

"How should I know? Probably with some women, he seems crazy
about them."

"No, he hasn't any French money."

"Hold on, Juve; I advised him to take the circular tube as the
best method of seeing Paris. I told him to stay on board till he
reached the end of the line. Just a little joke of mine."

Fandor burst out laughing, and Juve rang off, angrily.

Once in the street, he stood a moment in doubt as to his next
course. If Wulf was really taking a trip in the circular tube, he
would be in process of going round and round Paris. How was it
possible to overtake him?

Hailing a taxi, he explained to the chauffeur:

"Look here, I want you to take me to the Courcelles
Station … there we must find out in what direction the first
train passes, either toward Porte Maillot or toward the Avenue de
Clichy … "

The man stared stupidly and Juve found it necessary to explain
in a few words the quest he was setting out upon.

"If our man isn't on the first train that passes Courcelles,
then we must hurry over to the Bois de Boulogne Station,
understand?"

 

Juve had the luck to learn from the ticket seller at Courcelles
that she had noticed Wulf, and that he had bought a first-class
ticket; this limited the search very considerably.

The first train pulled in, but Wulf was not on board.

Juve sprang into his taxi and now hurried over to the Bois de
Boulogne. Here the same result met him; the next station was
Auteuil, then Vaugirard, la Glacière and Bel-Air.

It was now eight o'clock, and his appointment with M. Annion was
at eleven. What was to be done?

On reaching Menilmontant Station, Juve had about decided to
abandon the chase.

"I'll wait for one more train and then make some other plan," he
muttered.

By great good luck he caught sight of Wulf as it ran into the
station. Rushing into the carriage, he seized his man and hauled
him on to the platform.

"What's the matter? Why are you here, Monsieur Juve? I am
perfectly amazed … "

"Where are you going, Monsieur Wulf?"

Wulf smiled fatuously:

"I have been following his Majesty's advice, seeing Paris. What
an immense city! I counted one hundred and twenty-seven stations
since five o'clock this morning and I have crossed ten rivers! Why
have you stopped me? I wanted to go to the end of the line."

Juve bustled him into the waiting taxi.

"I'll explain as we go," he replied. "It is a question of saving
the King. He is menaced by powerful and terrible enemies."

"I am ready to die for him," exclaimed Wulf. "What must I
do?"

"Oh, it's not necessary to die. All you have to do is to certify
before the police authorities that the person you know as
Frederick-Christian at the Royal Palace is actually the King."

"I don't understand in the least what you mean!"

"That doesn't matter; you have only to do as I say and all will
be well."

 

M. Annion was overcome.

Wulf, after testifying to the identity of the King, had been
sent to wait in an adjoining room while Juve and M. Annion had a
confidential chat.

"Well, Juve, I can't get over it. Without you, I should have
made a terrible break! The King arrested! What a scandal! But, tell
me, what's to be done now? The public's calling for the murderer. I
place myself in your hands. What do you suggest?"

Juve thought a moment.

For the time being Fandor was safe, but he was still very far
from being out of the woods.

"Monsieur Annion," he replied at length, "there is just one
method of procedure in this case. The assassination of Susy
d'Orsel, the question of this imposture, in fact all these
mysterious points which have arisen cannot be cleared up in
Paris."

"What the devil do you mean, Juve?"

"I mean that in all probability the threads of this intrigue
lead to Hesse-Weimar, to the capital of the kingdom, to Glotzbourg.
And, if you have no objection, I will start for there this
evening."

"Go, go," replied M. Annion; "perhaps you are right … anyhow, don't forget to take
letters of introduction with you."

"Oh, don't worry about that. I can get all I want from my
colleague."

"Your colleague?"

"Yes, from this excellent Wulf."











Chapter 12
CAMOUFLAGE


"Come in and sit down, Monsieur Wulfenmimenglaschk."

The Marquis de Sérac led the way into his study.

He was a powerfully built, white-haired man, in the sixties,
still active, with a slightly tired voice, a typical man of the
world in his manners and dress.

Very embarrassed, Wulf bowed and bowed:

"I am confused, Monsieur. Quite confused … I … "

"Not at all, Monsieur Wulf; now take off your overcoat, sit down
and smoke a cigar. I assure you it's a great pleasure for me to
talk to anyone coming from Hesse-Weimar. I left the court when I
was very young, and I should be a stranger in Glotzbourg to-day;
still I remember my very good friends there … but never mind
that now, we have more important subjects to discuss, Monsieur
Wulf, and I'm sure you are in a hurry."

"Oh, not at all; I am only too happy and too proud …
"

"Yes, yes, Paris is a city of temptations, and I won't take too
much of your time. First of all let me explain that I only received
your letter yesterday, as I happened to be out of town. You state
that I am in a position to render you a great service; this I shall
be delighted to do as soon as you tell me what it is."

Wulf began a long and rambling story to the effect that upon
leaving Glotzbourg for Paris, on his special mission to the King,
he had conceived the idea of writing to the Marquis de Sérac, whom
he knew to be an intimate friend of the King, to give him a letter
of introduction to His Majesty.

"But now I don't need it," he ended, "for the King is my best
friend … he received me with charming simplicity, just like an
old comrade."

"Alas, my dear Wulf, His Majesty is at present exposed to the
most terrible danger."

"What do you mean?"

"You have doubtless heard of the tragic death of Mlle. Susy
d'Orsel, the King's mistress, which, by a curious coincidence,
occurred in this very house?"

"I know! I know!"

"Well, perhaps you also know that among the King's enemies, some
dare to accuse him of having killed Mlle. Susy d'Orsel?"

"Oh! Such people ought to be cut in pieces."

"Alas, Monsieur Wulf, we are not yet in a position to avenge His
Majesty. You don't happen to know who the real murderer is, do
you?"

"No, I haven't the least idea; but if I ever get hold of him, I
shall know what to do!"

The Marquis smiled and shrugged his shoulders:

"I shall be glad to help you."

"Thanks, Monsieur le Marquis, but I'm afraid we shan't succeed.
There's a French detective on the case, a man named Juve, who
hasn't been able to find the man either!"

The Marquis gave a slight start:

"Ah, and Juve has found nothing, suspects nobody?"

"No."

"That is strange… . Well, Monsieur Wulf, I think we shall be
able to do better. You are ready for anything?"

"For everything, on my honor!" replied Wulf, with fervor.

"Very well, then I promise you we shall have some news within a
week. But excuse me a moment, I have some orders to give; I won't
be a moment."

The Marquis crossed the room and opened the door; Wulf could
hear him talking:

"Is that you, Madame Ceiron?"

A woman's voice answered:

"Yes, Monsieur le Marquis. What can I do for you?"

"Kindly unpack the bag in my room and when you go out be sure to
lock the doors. I don't want a recurrence of what happened the
other day when some one entered my apartment and left a chemise
belonging to the murderer among my laundry."

"Monsieur le Marquis may rest assured his orders will be
obeyed."

In a few moments the Marquis returned and M. Wulf rose to go. He
repeated with emphasis his determination:

"If ever I get the chance to arrest this murderer, I will do so
in the face of any danger. All for the King! That is my motto!"

"Yes, you are right, Monsieur, all for the King."

The Marquis de Sérac bowed his visitor out, and then suddenly
his smiling face underwent an astounding change of expression.

"I must clinch my alibi!"

In a moment he had torn off his false whiskers and his wig of
white hair was quickly replaced by another—this time a woman's wig.
With the agility of a Fregoli he then got into a skirt and
waist.

Forty seconds after the departure of Wulf the Marquis de Sérac
had become … Madame Ceiron, the concièrge.

Three or four pencil marks and his disguise was complete. It
would be impossible for anybody not having seen this transformation
to guess that the Marquis de Sérac and old Madame Ceiron were one
and the same individual.

After a quick glance into his mirror he rushed across his
drawing-room, through the hall, and quickly opened a large Breton
wardrobe. Through the centre of this rose a post which he seized
and slid down. It was the same contrivance used by firemen to join
their engines when a call was sent in. At the foot of the post in
Madame Ceiron's apartment were stretched two mattresses to deaden
the fall. These were placed in a small storeroom, well hidden from
observation. After closing the door behind her, Madame Ceiron
rushed to the hall in time to intercept Wulf on his way
downstairs.

"You are looking for some one?" she asked.

"No, Madame, I have just come from the Marquis de Sérac's
apartment."

After Wulf had disappeared Madame Ceiron returned to her office
and was about to enter when a voice called:

"Here I am, Madame Ceiron. I found your note under my door. Is
there anything I can do for you?"

"Ah, it's you, my child. You are very kind to have come, and
there is something that you can do for me. I want to know if you
will come upstairs to Susy d'Orsel's room with me."

"What on earth for?"

"Well, I'll tell you. It's this way: I am scared to go up there
all alone."

Marie Pascal smiled.

"Of course it is rather appalling, but why do you go there,
Madame Ceiron?"

"Well, you see, the police have put their seals over everything
and I am paid one franc a day to see that nobody enters the
apartment and breaks them. I have to take a look around from time
to time, so won't you come with me?"

"Certainly, Madame Ceiron."

Marie Pascal and the concièrge went up together and began a
careful examination of the poor girl's rooms. While the young girl
was looking curiously around Madame Ceiron entered the boudoir. She
crossed to the chimney and pulled out a small casket, which was
hidden behind a blue curtain. She opened it quickly and inspected
the contents.

"Jewels! Which would be the best to take? Ah, this ring and this bracelet … and these
earrings. Now for the key. I'll take that with me."

"Mam'zelle Marie Pascal!"

"Madame Ceiron?"

"Come along, my dear. I am so frightened, it upsets me to go
through this poor girl's apartment. Just run and see if the outer
door is locked."

While Marie Pascal turned her back and walked toward the door,
Madame Ceiron suddenly pressed against a large box which fell over
and spread a fine coal dust over the carpet.

"It is locked, Madame Ceiron."

"Then come along. I hope to Heaven this business will soon be
cleared up or it will make me ill."

A few moments later Marie Pascal had returned to her own bedroom
and the concièrge busied herself by opening in her office a parcel
which she had taken from a cupboard. She was interrupted in her
work by the arrival of a working woman who was engaged to take
Madame Ceiron's place when she had errands to do.

"I am going to leave you alone here to-day, Madame. I have some
shopping to do… . I am going to spend my New Year's gifts, buy a
green dress and a hat with red feathers… . It is my turn to dress
up a little."

Shortly afterwards the concièrge went out, taking with her the
parcel she had prepared. But instead of going to the shopping
district of Paris, she hurried toward the Bois de Boulogne.

When she had reached a remote part of the wood she entered a
small hut. A few moments later visitors to the Bois noticed the
well-known Ouaouaoua, the Primitive Man, walking down the main
pathway. The enigmatic and dreamy face of this man resembled
neither the Marquis de Sérac nor Madame Ceiron and yet …

The science of camouflage pushed to its extreme limits produces
the most unexpected transformations.











Chapter 13
THE KINGDOM OF HESSE-WEIMAR


"Has Monsieur le Baron any trunks to be examined? This is the
Hesse-Weimar Customs."

These words, spoken in a respectful but guttural voice, startled
Juve from the deep sleep into which he had fallen after a very
unpleasant night. The detective opened his eyes and stretched
himself.

The pale light of dawn struggled through the windows of the
sleeping car, the curtains of which had been carefully drawn.
Outside nothing was to be seen, for besides the mud which covered
the windows a heavy fog lay over the country.

The train came to a standstill, and before Juve stood an
individual dressed in an elegant blue and yellow uniform
plentifully covered with gold braid. Juve looked around to see the
man who was being addressed by the title of Monsieur le Baron and
finally came to the conclusion that it was himself to whom the man
was speaking.

"Why do you call me Monsieur le Baron?" The man touched his hat deferentially and seemed
very surprised at the question.

"Why, Monsieur … it's the custom. No one but the nobility
travel first class."

Juve smiled and replied:

"That's all right, my friend, but in the future call me simply,
'Marquis.'"

The official again saluted and seizing Juve's valise traced on
it the cabalistic chalk mark which allowed it to pass the
frontier.

 

The evening before, the detective had taken his seat in the
10.50 express from the Gare du Nord in Paris for Cologne and
Berlin. He had the good luck to find that a sleeping car had been
attached to the end of the train which would take him directly to
Glotzbourg. At the frontier he changed into a local, which jogged
peacefully along, stopping every few minutes at small stations. The
country of Hesse-Weimar spread out attractive and varied. Numerous
small hills crowned with woods succeeded the green valleys they
passed through. The houses were Swiss in architecture and seemed
built for comfort and elegance. The little Kingdom seemed to
breathe peace, simplicity and well-being. On his arrival at
Hesse-Weimar, Juve had not been without some apprehension. During his last interview with Monsieur Annion
he had put forward the opinion that an investigation in
Hesse-Weimar would do much to clear up the mystery surrounding the
affair. As a matter of fact, it was more to gain time than for any
other reason that Juve had suggested this. He had not mentioned to
his chief that his real object in going to Glotzbourg was to try to
obtain a clue as to the real or apparent disappearance of the King
Frederick-Christian II.

The formal declaration of the grotesque Wulf had reassured the
French authorities as to the fate of the King, but to Juve, who
knew that Fandor was installed at the Royal Palace, the search for
the real King was of paramount importance.

"Glotzbourg… . All out!"

The detective seized his bag, hurried out of the car, hailed a
cab and drove to the Hotel Deux-Hemispheres, which had been
recommended by his colleague. After engaging his room Juve asked
the porter to telephone to the police to find out when Heberlauf
could see him. While waiting for the reply he took a bath and
changed his clothes.

 

After having washed and shaved, he was about to go down to the
lobby of the Hotel when a knock came at the door.

"Come in!" he cried.

A very tall and thin individual with a parchment-like face
entered and bowed ceremoniously.

"To whom have I the honor… ?" Juve inquired.

"I am Monsieur Heberlauf, head of the police at Hesse-Weimar… .
Have I the pleasure of speaking to Monsieur Juve?"

Juve, surprised at the visit, excused the disorder of the room
and tried to make his guest comfortable.

"Monsieur Wulf advised me of your intended visit to our
Capital."

In a very few moments Juve was able to size up his man, who
seemed only too anxious to impart information about himself and his
affairs. While quite as simple-minded as Wulf, he appeared far more
sinister. Juve also divined without much difficulty that his wife,
Madame Heloise Heberlauf, was the best informed woman in the
kingdom regarding gossip and scandal.

"In fact," declared the chief of police, "I can be of very
little assistance to you, Monsieur. But my wife can give you all
the information you need."

Juve made it clear to Monsieur Heberlauf that he wished to
obtain an entry to the Court as soon as possible.

Monsieur Heberlauf replied that nothing would be easier than a
presentation to the Queen. It happened that she was receiving in
the afternoon, and Madame Heberlauf would take the necessary steps
for his introduction. He ended by saying:

"Do come and lunch with us without ceremony. You will have
plenty of time afterward to dress for the reception… . Have you a
Court costume?"

Juve had overlooked that item.

"No, I haven't," he replied. "Is it indispensable?"

"It is, but don't worry, Madame Heberlauf will take charge of
that. She will be able to find you the necessary garments." The
luncheon engagement made for twelve o'clock sharp, the Chief of
Police, now more solemn than ever, rose and took his leave.

 

"Well, Monsieur Juve, don't you think that looks fine?"

Juve was anxiously regarding himself in the glass, examining the
effect of his costume, while Madame Heberlauf, a fat little
red-faced woman, was circling around, eyeing him from every angle
and clapping her hands with pleasure at the success of her
efforts.

The lunch had been bountiful, and thoroughly German. Preserved
fruit was served with the fish, and gooseberry jam with the roast.
Juve was now costumed in knee breeches
and a dress coat which permitted him to enter the presence of
royalty.

"Don't be late," Madame Heberlauf advised, "for the Queen is
very punctual, and there are a number of formalities to go through
before you can be presented to her."

The Palace of the King was on the outskirts of the town, and was
reached by a drive through a Park which the inhabitants had named
Pois de Pulugne. It was built upon the top of a hill and had a fine
view over the surrounding country. The garden surrounding the
Palace had been artistically laid out, a fine lawn stretching away
from the main entrance. The building itself was a miniature copy of
Versailles. Having left his carriage at the gate Juve followed
Madame Heberlauf's instructions and made his way to the left wing
of the Palace. Upon his card of introduction was written the title
"Comte," for, as Madame Heberlauf had explained, the Queen had a
penchant for meeting members of the nobility. "Your welcome will be
made much easier if you are thought to be noble," Madame Heberlauf
had explained. As it was imperative that the reason for Juve's
visit should be kept from the Court, he had arranged a little story
with Madame Heberlauf.

The Comte Juve was a Canadian explorer who, after a trip through Africa, was coming to spend
some time at Glotzbourg and was anxious to meet the reigning
family.

"God forgive us the lie," exclaimed Monsieur Heberlauf, "but as
Monsieur Juve's mission is in the interest of the King
Frederick-Christian, we are thoroughly justified in the
deception."

 

The Queen's chamberlain, Monsieur Erick von Kampfen, after
carefully examining Juve's credentials, led the detective into a
drawing-room in which were already gathered a number of persons. An
officer, in a wonderful uniform, came forward and introduced him to
several of his companions.

 

"Princesse de Krauss, duc de Rutisheimer, colonel … "

Juve was not surprised at this. The excellent Madame Heberlauf
had warned him that such was the usage of the Court, and that
before being admitted to the presence of the sovereign, the guests
were introduced to one another. Juve was on his guard against
committing the slightest imprudence, but his new friends were
quickly at ease with him and very amiable in their attentions. He
was soon surrounded by a number of young women begging for details
of his explorations. Among these people
Juve picked out the Princesse de Krauss, a stout woman with
exaggerated blonde hair and red spots on her face, barely disguised
under a thick layer of powder. She seemed to be ready for a more
personal conversation which Juve insensibly brought to bear upon
the royal couple.

"Will His Majesty the King be present at the Queen's reception
to-day?"

The Princess looked at Juve in amazement, and then burst out
laughing.

"It is easy to see you have just arrived from the middle of
Africa, or you would know that His Majesty the King is in Paris… .
Surely you must know that, since you tell me that you came through
Paris on your way here."

The Duchess de Rutisheimer, a rather pretty and distinguished
looking woman, drew the detective apart and whispered behind her
fan:

"Our King is a gay bird, Count, and we know very well why he
goes to Paris."

The Duchess spoke with such an air of annoyance that Juve could
hardly prevent a smile.

"One might criticise His Majesty for going so far away to seek
what was so close to hand."

"Ah, indeed, you are right," the Princess sighed, "there must be
something about these Parisian women. … I
heard that the dressmakers of the Rue de la Paix are going to bring
out some Spring models which are so indecent … "

M. Erick von Kampfen, the chamberlain, entered the room at this
moment and announced:

"Ladies and gentlemen, kindly pass into the gallery. Her Majesty
the Queen will be ready to receive you in a moment."

Behind him came the little Duc Rudolphe, who was informing some
of his friends as though it were a fine piece of scandal:

"The Grand Duchess Alexandra hasn't come yet … and they are
wondering if she will come."











Chapter 14
QUEEN HEDWIGE RECEIVES


Obedient to the Grand Chamberlain's invitation, the assembled
guests passed into the great gallery at the end of which an immense
salon was seen, still empty; it was the room in which the Queen
held her drawing-room.

It was sparsely furnished; a large gilded armchair, which was
really a throne, stood at the farther end between two windows; the
floor was waxed until it shone, and the surface was so slippery
that Juve felt some fear of mishaps.

First came the guard with a clatter of sabres, then two heralds,
and finally Her Majesty Hedwige, Queen of Hesse-Weimar, who
proceeded to the throne and sat down.

She was a little body with a pinched and nervous expression of
face. She trotted along like an old woman, her shoulders hunched
up, and distributed nods right and left in response to the profound
bows of her courtiers.

This was not in the least as Juve had pictured her. He had seen
her a dozen years previously, when she was a young girl engaged to
Frederick-Christian; she had then
appeared charming, and majestic in bearing. Now she looked like a
woman of the middle class, bourgeois from head to heels.

Near the throne stood two officers in gala uniform, while the
guard formed a circle round the throne.

The audience began.

The first Chamberlain called out a name, and a matron, after
making the three traditional courtseys, came forward and chatted in
a low voice with the Queen. Juve was observing the ceremony with
interest, when his reflections were cut short by a voice
calling:

"Monsieur le Comte de Juff!"

The detective, slightly intimidated, advanced toward the
sovereign, while the grand Chamberlain leaned over and whispered
his name and rank to the Queen.

"Monsieur le Comte de Juff," said the Queen in a little tinkling
voice, "I am very happy to meet you. I congratulate you upon your
travels. I am especially interested in the natives of Africa. We
had a negro village here a few years ago … hadn't we, M. von
Kampfen?"

"Quite true, your Majesty," replied the Chamberlain, bowing
deeply. The Queen turned again to Juve:

"I congratulate you, Monsieur, and I beg you to persevere in the
work to which your special aptitude calls you."

The interview was at an end, and Juve was left wondering whether
he should leave the room. The Chamberlain signed to him to retire
behind the throne, where he found the amiable Mme. Heberlauf.

Juve, now standing quite close to the Queen, was enabled to
overhear the next interview; with an old professor this
time—Professor Muller. The Queen said:

"I am very happy to meet you. I congratulate you upon your
pupils. I am especially interested in scholars."

Then turning to the Chamberlain:

"We have some very excellent schools here, have we not, Monsieur
Kampfen?"

"Quite true, your Majesty."

"I congratulate you. Can I beg you to persevere in the work to
which your special aptitude calls you?"

It was all Juve could do to keep from bursting into
laughter.

The same speech was being made to a couple of young girls who
were making their début at the Court, when the circle round the
Queen noticed that she was growing uneasy and preoccupied.
Finally she turned to her first maid of
honor, and cried in a sharp tone:

"Really, Madame, it is extraordinary that the electric lights
should have been turned on while it is still daylight!… Kindly see
that they are extinguished."

The first maid of honor, very embarrassed, passed along the
order to the second maid of honor, who in turn hunted up the lady
of the household, who relaid the message to the captain of the
guard, and while he went in search of the proper subordinate, the
attention of the Court was distracted by the entrance of an
individual to whom everybody paid the greatest deference.

The Chamberlain announced:

"His Highness, Prince Gudulfin!"

The Prince was a distinguished looking young man of twenty-five,
clean-shaven and dressed with extreme care and richness of
attire.

He presented a great contrast to his cousin, the Queen of
Hesse-Weimar, and as he approached the throne, his head high and a
sarcastic smile on his lips, Hedwige seemed to shrink into her
armchair, unable to meet the look in his eyes.

The suppressed hatred of the reigning dynasty for the younger
branch was of ancient date and a matter of common knowledge. The
recent and prolonged absence of
Frederick-Christian had given Prince Gudulfin the opportunity by
which he had profited to advance his claims and conspire for the
overthrow of the Government, with himself as the King of
Hesse-Weimar.

Therefore his presence was regarded as a great piece of
audacity, and every eye was watching how the Prince would be
received. The question in every mind was whether the Grand Duchess
Alexandra, a woman of majestic presence and great beauty, would
also appear. Prince Gudulfin had been paying her conspicuous
attentions, and it was rumored that the Duchess dreamed of a nobler
crown than the one her rank gave her title to bear.

The appearance of the two at the Queen's reception! What a
scandal! But with the presence of the Prince came definite word
that the Duchess had excused herself on the ground of a severe
headache, a pretext which deceived nobody.

Prince Gudulfin, after observing the correct formalities, stood
before the Queen waiting for the invitation to sit by her side.

Hedwige, still preoccupied by the electric lights, seemed to
have forgotten him, and the situation was fast becoming
embarrassing for the Prince, who could neither go nor stay. It was
not long, however, before he saw what was
troubling the Queen, and stepping aside he turned off the
lights.

"There is no such thing as unnecessary economy, is there,
cousin?" he murmured with a smile.

Hedwige blushed and gave him a furious look. She then proffered
the tardy invitation to sit by her side. As the audience came to a
close, the Queen in a loud voice announced:

"I wish to inform you that I have received news of the King. His
Majesty is well and is in Paris. He will return very soon."

The Queen's guard now led the way back to the private
apartments, followed by the maids of honor, and then the Queen
herself hurried off as though glad to be finished with the whole
affair.

Juve, an attentive listener to the numberless intrigues on foot
on every side, divined the comedies and tragedies which underlay
this little Court, more gossipy and vulgar than a servant's parlor.
Especially he noted the frequent and bitter allusions to the
perpetual trips of the King to Paris. These cost the royal treasury
a pretty penny, and for the twentieth time Juve heard references to
a certain red diamond belonging to Frederick-Christian. He had
known for a long time that such a diamond was numbered among the
crown jewels, and that it was supposed to represent a value of several millions, but he had
imagined it was kept in a place of safety. Now he learned that the
King was suspected of having pawned it to raise money. With his
most innocent air, he questioned one of the officers.

"I should think it a very simple matter to find out whether the
King took the diamond with him. It must surely be in the keeping of
loyal and tried officials."

The officer smiled:

"My dear Count, it is easily seen that you come from the depths
of Africa. Otherwise you would know that the diamond is hidden in
the private apartments of the King—nobody knows where, not even the
Queen. You may easily divine the uneasiness of the people and the
advantage the affair gives to Prince Gudulfin."

Juve now felt that the King was still in Paris. The problem thus
far had become clearer. But under what conditions was he living? It
was quite possible that he had been kidnapped by some person who
knew of the diamond's existence.

While pondering these matters, Juve had unconsciously wandered
away from the salon and now found himself in the ante-room on the
ground floor. Here he came face to face with Mme. Heberlauf,
who was accompanied by a white-haired old
man whom she at once introduced.

"Count de Juff, let me present the Dean of the Court, the
Burgomaster of Rung Cassel … "

"The deuce!" thought Juve, "a bore, by the look of him!"

Escape was hopeless, the Burgomaster seized the detective by the
arm and announced:

"I am the author of a work in 25 volumes on "The History of the
Dark Continent." Now I hear that you have just returned from a
journey of exploration in Africa and … "

The old historian dragged Juve into the Palace gardens and the
latter thought:

"Hang it, I couldn't have pitched on a worse introduction, I
don't know the first thing about Africa."

But the author of the 25 volumes quickly set him at ease. For he
began by admitting that he himself had never set foot out of
Glotzbourg.

Under these circumstances Juve recovered his nerve and glibly
discussed the peculiarities of the African fauna.

 

An hour later the two men were still talking, but this time it
was Juve who was anxious to keep the conversation going. The good
Burgomaster had drifted into gossip about
the affairs of the Kingdom; suddenly he turned to the detective
with a question:

"Do you believe in this story about a visit to Paris?"

Juve hesitated and then made an ambiguous reply.

The Burgomaster continued:

"Personally, I don't. You see, my windows look toward the large
octagonal wing in which are the apartments of the King. Now, for
the past week I have noticed strange lights moving about in these
supposedly empty rooms, and I have a notion that our dear King
Frederick-Christian is very far from being in Paris. In fact, I
think he is held a prisoner in his own Palace!

"Ah, Monsieur, you cannot imagine the intrigues which are being
hatched against that noble heart; the black wickedness of the soul
of Prince Gudulfin, hidden under the exterior of his seductive
person!"

Juve was impressed. He was inclined to give some credence to the
suppositions of the Burgomaster. For, after all, his search in
Paris for the King had been without result and he had had the
presentiment that his trip to Hesse-Weimar would throw some light
upon the strange disappearance of the monarch.

So, while the old man was talking, Juve carefully noted in his
mind the minutest architectural details of the octagonal tower
which stood out clearly against the sky.











Chapter 15
THE MYSTERIOUS PRISON


"Good Lord! How my head aches! It feels as though it were made
of lead!… I have a fire in my veins and such a thirst! Here and now
I make a firm resolution never to give way again to such
dissipation. Never again will I drink champagne in such quantities.
But, where the deuce am I?… It's still pitch dark!… Ah, I
remember … it's outrageous! Help! Help!"

King Frederick-Christian had wakened. At first he experienced
the usual unpleasant sensations which follow a night of heavy
drinking and then, as his memory returned, he was afraid, horribly
afraid.

He recalled his arrival at Susy d'Orsel's apartment in company
with the young companion he had picked up at Raxim's and the
subsequent supper, and then he broke into a cold sweat as his mind
flashed to the picture of Fandor's return with the inanimate body
of his mistress in his arms—dead. Yes, she was undoubtedly
dead!

And afterwards, what had happened?

His companion had declared himself to be the journalist, Jerome Fandor, and had called him by
name—Frederick-Christian. Furthermore, he had cried:

"It was you who killed Susy d'Orsel. It was you who threw her
out of the window!"

What had happened after that? His mind was a complete blank.

Had these events occurred recently, or a long time ago? His
headache and thirst were proof that they could not have been far
distant.

"Where am I? Evidently not at the Royal Palace!"

When he first wakened he was lying flat on his back; now he sat
up and groped about with his hands. The ground beneath him was cold
and hard … a floor of earth. So they had put him in a vault?
in a cellar?

The air he breathed was heavy and warm, and the walls of his
cell felt damp to the touch. Could he be in prison? That was hardly
possible, in such a short time. Besides, he was innocent! As he sat
listening, he detected a faint and faraway rumbling sound. It
seemed to come from above his head.

As his senses became more fully aroused, an indefinable terror
struck to his heart. At all costs he must take some action. He rose
suddenly to his feet but before he reached his full height his head
struck the roof. The blow was so violent
that he fell back again in a fainting condition.

It was not until many hours afterward that he regained his
senses sufficiently to make another attempt. This time he proceeded
with more caution.

"I am the victim of some gang," he thought. "This Jerome Fandor
is probably the leader of a band of cutthroats who, after killing
Susy d'Orsel, took advantage of my intoxication to make me
unconscious with some narcotic, and then dragged me to the place I
am now in."

The King now began to explore the place on his hands and knees,
his ears keenly alive to the slightest sound. He crawled around
trying to discover the extent and nature of his prison.

The floor appeared to be of hard earth with occasional stretches
of cement. The walls were smooth, but whether of stone or metal he
could not determine. The height of the ceiling at the point where
he lay was not over three feet, but gradually rose, vault-like,
until he was able to stand fully upright. Was he buried alive in
some kind of tomb? The idea terrified him and he began to shout for
help. After many fruitless efforts and completely exhausted, he
dropped to the ground overcome with the horror of his
situation.

The distant rumbling sound now became louder from time to time, and at moments shook the
walls of his prison, then died away to a faint murmur.

Frederick-Christian now tried to collect his thoughts upon the
situation and bring some sort of order to his mind.

Susy d'Orsel was dead …

The King had felt no deep love for the girl. Still, he had been
fond of her in a way and her sudden death affected him deeply.

He himself was a prisoner. But a prisoner of whom? Evidently of
those who had killed his mistress. Again, in all probability, they
did not contemplate killing him since they had had the opportunity
to do so and he was still alive and unharmed. This being so, they
would not let him die of hunger and thirst.

His watch had stopped and he had no way of measuring the lapse
of time; but his attention was called to the fact that the rumbling
noises were happening at greater intervals.

"The pulse-beats of a man are separated by intervals of a
second," he thought, "and by counting my pulse I can determine the
interval between the rumbling, and thus gain some idea of the
passing hours."

He was about to put this plan into practice when a sudden cry
escaped him:

"Good God!"

In the blackness of his cell a thin shaft of light appeared.

The King sprang toward it, but found the light too feeble for
him to distinguish surrounding objects by. It entered the cell
through a small fissure in one of the walls, and after a few
minutes was suddenly withdrawn. Frederick-Christian stumbled
forward in the darkness and, after taking a few steps, his feet
struck some object lying on the ground. Stooping down, he groped
with his hands until they touched something that drew from him an
exclamation of joy … he had found a pile of bottles. He seized
one and opened it with a corkscrew which lay near by.

One draught and he realized that the bottle contained wine.
Thereupon he opened several more but with the same result. To drink
them would only increase his thirst. He had the strength to resist
the temptation. Again he moved forward and this time ran into a
large box. His hand touched something cold. It was meat of some
kind. After smelling and tasting it he flung it from him. It was a
salt ham.

Hours passed while Frederick-Christian suffered the tortures of
hunger and thirst. Cold and tired out, he finally lay down on the
ground, writhing with violent pains in his stomach. At length he
could stand it no longer, and dragging
himself to the box, he seized the ham and began to devour it
ravenously. This brought on a maddening thirst, which he tried to
quench by long draughts of the wine. Then he became very drunk and
so, laughing and crying, he drank until he lost consciousness once
more.

 

"Sire! Can you hear me?"

A sharp voice broke the silence. It seemed to come from a
distance.

"Sire, can you hear me?… Answer!"

Frederick-Christian sprang up.

"Who is speaking? Who are you? Help! Help!"

The voice, mocking and authoritative, answered:

"Now, then, keep quiet. I am not within reach, so it is useless
to cry for help."

"Scoundrel!" cried the King.

"There's no use in behaving like a child … you won't gain
anything by it."

"Pity, pity!… I will make you rich … I will give you
anything you ask, only set me at liberty … take me out of this
prison or I shall become mad."

"Have you done with your lamentations?"

"I'll be revenged!"

"I am beyond your vengeance, Sire, and you would do well to talk
quietly with me."

"You killed my mistress, Susy d'Orsel!"

"Yes, I killed her."

"You are Fandor—Jerome Fandor!"

"What you say is absurd."

"And my Kingdom? The Queen, my wife? What is happening?"

"I didn't come here to discuss politics with you. You must be
reasonable."

"What do you want with me? Why was I brought here?"

"Ah, now we can discuss the matter together. You ask me what I
want. First of all, let me reassure you. I do not intend to kill
you. Your death would not be of the slightest use to me. Otherwise
I shouldn't hesitate an instant."

"I'm not afraid of death."

"I know that, Sire … you are brave… . I want your
diamond."

"My diamond!"

"Exactly. I am quite aware, Frederick-Christian, that your
personal fortune is represented by a diamond of marvelous purity
and size. I also know that it is hidden in your Palace. You, alone,
know where. I want you to disclose its hiding place to me so that I
may go and get it."

"Never! I'm not a coward!"

"You are stupid, Sire. I repeat, once in possession of the
diamond, I will set you at liberty."

"Lies!"

"Sire, consider a moment. It would be practically impossible for
me to realize anything like the value of the diamond. To sell it I
should be obliged to break it into small pieces, and in that case
it would scarcely fetch more than twenty millions. Now, I have a
better suggestion to offer."

"What is it?"

"You are to give me directions how to find it. Once in my
possession, you are free. You will then draw the sum of fifty
millions from your bank. As King that will be quite possible. This
money you will turn over to me in exchange for your diamond. And
don't think you will be able to catch me. I shall take care that
the exchange is made without witnesses, and in such a way that I
run no risk of arrest. Now, what do you say to my proposition?"

"I refuse."

"Very well, then in two hours you will be dead. I pledge my word
for it… . And my word has some value. Perhaps you guess who I
am."

"Who? Who?"

"I am Fantômas, Sire."

At this name of horror and crime, Frederick-Christian was seized with the utmost terror. In a broken
voice he replied:

"I accept."

And then in trembling, disjointed sentences, he gave up the
secret of the hiding place in his Palace at Glotzbourg.











Chapter 16
THE THEFT OF THE DIAMOND


Queen Hedwige had had a serious and legitimate reason for
bringing her reception to an abrupt conclusion. A Court ball for
the high functionaries and dignities of the Kingdom was to take
place that evening.

Furthermore, the Queen was very much exercised over the rumor
that the Grand Duchess Alexandra was to be present. This woman,
still young and very beautiful, played an important rôle in the
small world of the Palace. It was said by the gossips that she
accepted the attentions of Prince Gudulfin, in the hope that some
day she might share the throne of Hesse-Weimar with him. For many
years she had been a great traveler but in recent times she had
spent more and more of her time in Glotzbourg, where she
continually met the Prince.

 

While Juve had experienced no difficulty in being present at the
Queen's audience, he found that even Mme. Heberlauf's influence was
not sufficient to procure him an invitation to the ball. As a
matter of fact, he had no particular wish
to appear in the quality of a guest that evening. He had other
plans.

 

At ten o'clock a long line of carriages and automobiles began to
arrive in the gardens of the Palace. Innumerable electric lights
shone out along the drive-way and from the windows. A few persons
had managed to slip past the guards and had stationed themselves
near the awning at the main entrance to watch the arrival of the
guests. Beneath their fur cloaks, the women wore their very finest
gowns and their richest jewelry.

The hall of the chancellory had been transformed into a
cloakroom and there the crowd was thickest. In contrast to the
brilliantly illuminated left wing of the château, the octagonal
tower showed dark and silent. Hiding behind pillars, keeping close
to the walls, a man was making his way slowly toward that
tower.

The man was Juve.

From behind a big tree he stood and watched the sky, rubbing his
hands with satisfaction.

"This is a night after my own heart," he murmured, "overcast and
dark. I should have been very embarrassed had the moon come
out."

He felt his pockets.

"Everything I need. My electric lamp and a good, strong, silk
ladder."

Then, surveying the tower, he soliloquized:

"A fine monument! Solid and strong. They don't build them like
that nowadays."

Juve took a few steps, bent his knees and stretched his arms,
tested the suppleness of his body.

"Ah, in spite of my forty-odd years, I'm still pretty fit
for … the work I have to do."

 

By the aid of the lightning rod, the gutters and the
inequalities in the stones, the detective was enabled to climb
without much difficulty to the first floor.

There he paused to take breath and to examine the shutters of a
window.

"Can't get in that way," he muttered, "they're bolted inside.
I'll have to climb higher."

The same condition met him on the second floor, but when he had
finally reached the roof, he espied a large chimney which promised
a method of ingress to the apartment below. The descent was
anything but easy, and Juve, in spite of his great strength and
agility, was used up by the time he had reached the bottom. His
clothes were torn and he was covered with the greasy soot he had
accumulated on his journey. By dint of brushing and scraping, he
succeeded in cleaning off the worst of
it, and then looked round to take his bearings.

He had landed in the large waiting-room which adjoined the royal
apartments.

The distant sound of dance music came to his ears and the
atmosphere of the place was cold and damp.

"He doesn't often come here, I'll bet," thought Juve.

A door led him directly into the King's bathroom, and Juve
paused to admire the famous bath of solid silver which the
municipality had presented to the King upon one of his
birthdays.

"I've a good mind to take a tub," he muttered. "Maybe I shall
find His Majesty locked in his bedroom, and I'm hardly a fit sight
to appear before him."

The detective now felt some cause for anxiety.

There were two alternatives to consider. Either the King was
absent, and in that case Juve's business would be to discover the
hiding place of the diamond and clear up the question whether the
King had taken it with him, or, if he had been sequestered, to
discover his prison.

Clutching the butt of his Browning revolver in his pocket, the
detective opened the door to the King's bedroom and entered.

A thick carpet deadened the sound of his footsteps. After
listening for a few moments he relit his pocket lamp and flashed it
round the room.

In the centre stood an immense bed of oak designed in
Renaissance style, the posts of which reached to the ceiling. Three
steps led up to it. Juve noticed that it had not been disturbed.
The sheets and pillows were all in order. There was nothing,
however, to indicate that the King had been absent for any length
of time.

Upon one point he was certain: The King was not concealed
anywhere about the room, and the more he thought of the
Burgomaster's suspicion, the less he thought it plausible. But if
the King had not been sequestered, it was quite possible that he
might be purposely hiding after his unfortunate adventure of the
Rue de Monceau. Therefore, Juve decided to pursue his search
through the other rooms.

But first he began mechanically to tap the wood-work, looking
behind the pictures for the hiding place of the famous diamond. In
his time he had seen so many secret drawers, double-seated chairs,
and numerous contrivances of a similar sort, that it would be a
cunning hand that could baffle his perspicacity and experience.

He had just examined a chair when suddenly he stopped in his work and waited, listening. The
sound of footsteps some distance off struck his ear. Without a
moment's hesitation he put out his light and darted behind the
curtains. It was a good position to take up for he could see
without being seen.

The footsteps drew near, the door opened and a light from an
electric lantern similar to the one Juve had used, was thrown into
the room.

The individual advanced to the bed, all unaware of Juve's
presence. Stooping down, he began feeling the foot of one of the
bedposts, which at this point formed a bulge. In an instant the
wood parted and disclosed a hollow in which lay a jewel case. The
jewel case contained the famous red diamond.

Juve's heart began to thump as he watched the man open the case
and take out the diamond. Its facets reflected the light,
multiplying the gleams and bringing into relief the features of the
robber.

Then it was that the detective uttered a great cry, a cry of
agony, of anger and of triumph. The man was wrapped in a great
cloak, his face hidden by a black mask, but there was no mistaking
his identity. It was Fantômas.

Juve's cry called forth another, ferocious and menacing, and
then in a moment the room was plunged into darkness and the two men
sprang at one another. Two revolver shots
rang out. The dancers heard them in the ballroom and stopped
dancing. The musicians heard them and ceased playing.

At once a stampede ensued.

Two officers of the guard rushed to the door leading to the
King's apartments, and flung it wide open. One of them turned on
the electric light and, followed by the frightened guests, entered
the King's bedchamber.

At the foot of the bed, struggling in a long cloak, a man with
his hands over his face lay moaning. By his side was a smoking
revolver, and on the ground the empty jewel case.

"Arrest him!" somebody cried.

In a moment a number of hands had seized and bound him. It was
noticed that his eyelids were fearfully swollen and the eyes
bloodshot.

 

What had happened!

The struggle between Juve and the monster had scarcely lasted a
second.

The detective had fired point blank at the black mask and as his
finger pressed the trigger he had felt the whistle of a bullet past
his ear.

Then a door had opened slightly, letting in a thin shaft of
light. To his amazement, Fantômas no longer stood before him, but an officer in the
uniform of the Queen's lancers.

Juve was not taken in by this quick change, and was on the point
of firing again when suddenly his eyes were filled with a blinding
powder, burning and blistering the pupils. He had been blinded by
pepper. Instinctively he put his hands to his face, and in that
moment he felt himself enveloped in the long cloak in which
Fantômas had entangled him. Falling to the ground in agony he then
heard the cry:

"Help! Help!"

By the sudden and growing noise, he realized that the crowd was
drawing near. When he had struggled to a sitting posture, he found
himself a prisoner.

The sudden change from darkness to bright light increased the
pain in his eyes, but with a superhuman effort he was enabled to
pick out the superb uniform of the false lancer. Pointing to him,
he cried:

"Arrest him, why don't you arrest him!"

Brutally, he was told to keep quiet.

The noise of the theft spread rapidly and the greatest confusion
reigned in the Palace. Many of the women fainted. Finally M.
Heberlauf arrived. He appeared immensely important, and confided to
a group his opinion of the affair, adding this restriction:

"At any rate, that is what my wife believes."

Mme. Heberlauf had, in fact, after an interview with one of the
officers, announced it as her opinion that the thief so
providentially arrested was no other than the world-famous and
unseizable Fantômas.

And then a queer thing happened. When the Grand Duchess
Alexandra heard this sinister name spoken, when she knew that
Fantômas had been arrested, she staggered as though struck to the
heart and fell fainting into the arms of her friends.

"Fantômas!" she murmured, "Fantômas arrested! Can it be
possible?"

Juve was taken away tightly bound. He seemed indifferent to the
clamor of the crowd and constantly looked from side to side as
though searching for something or somebody. Suddenly, as he passed
the group surrounding the Grand Duchess Alexandra, he made a
violent effort and dragged his captors close enough to enable him
to see the fainting woman's features. One look was enough, and then
without further resistance he allowed himself to be marched away.
He had found out what he wanted to know; he had recognized in the
Grand Duchess the mistress of Fantômas, the accomplice of his most
dreadful crimes. He had seen Lady Beltham!











Chapter 17
ON THE RIGHT TRAIL


"The Bureau of Public Highways, if you please?"

"What is it you wish to inquire about?"

"I want some information as to the probable duration of certain
repair works."

"Ah, then go to the fourth floor, number 54, door to the right
at the end of the passage."

"Thanks."

With a slight nod, the visitor entered the huge building on the
Boulevard Saint-Germain, which houses the offices of Public Works.
He was a young man, dressed in a long black overcoat, a derby hat,
which he wore well down over his eyes, and a wide bandage that
covered one eye and part of the cheek.

After climbing the four flights indicated, he discovered that he
had evidently taken the wrong staircase. There was nothing to do
then but to go back to the porter's lodge and get more explicit
instructions. But after taking a few steps, he hesitated.

"Fandor, old chap," he soliloquized, "what's the use of showing yourself and taking the risk of
being recognized as the erstwhile King of Hesse-Weimar?"

For the individual who was in search of the Bureau of Public
Works was no other than the journalist. An hour previously he had
succeeded by clever strategy in getting rid of the excellent Wulf,
who was at all times very loath to let the King out of his sight.
Then, rushing to his own apartment, he had changed his clothes and
partly covered his face with the bandage to conceal his
features.

After several futile attempts, aided by innumerable directions
from passing employés, he at length reached the office of which he
was in search. There he encountered a clerk who viewed him with a
suspicious eye.

"What do you want, Monsieur?"

"I want some information."

"We don't give information here."

"Really!… Why not?"

"Are you a contractor?"

"No."

"You wish to lodge a complaint?"

"No."

"Then what is your business?"

"Just to get some information as to the probable duration of
certain works."

"You are not a reporter?"

"I am not a reporter. I am an advertising agent."

"Ah, that's different. The office you are looking for is number
43, the door opposite … but there's nobody in now. However,
you can wait."

Fandor crossed and entered room 43, where, after a moment, he
discovered an occupant tucked away behind an enormous pile of books
and manuscripts. This clerk was absorbed in a yellow-covered novel
and greeted Fandor with evident ill-humor.

"What d'you want?"

"I would like to know, Monsieur, the probable duration of the
repair work in operation at the Place de la Concorde."

"And why do you want to know that?"

"I am an advertising agent, and I may have a proposition to
offer to the city."

"And at what point is this work in operation?"

"At the corner of the wall of the Orangery and the Quay."

After consulting a large register, the clerk turned to Fandor,
shutting the book with a bang.

"Nothing is being done there. You are mistaken."

"But I've just come from there. There is a ditch and a
palisade."

"No, no, no such thing. In every quarter of Paris the police are
obliged to notify me of any public works in operation, and an entry
is made in my register to that effect. Now, I have no record of the
repairs you speak of, consequently they don't exist."

Fandor left the office, hailed a cab and ordered the driver to
take him to the National Library.

"Hang it," he muttered, "I saw the ditch and the palisade
myself! Now, if they are not the work of the city, it will be
interesting to find out what is going on there… . Ah! suppose this
idiot Wulf was not deceived! Suppose he really heard the Singing
Fountains the other evening giving the last bars of the national
hymn of Hesse-Weimar!"

Arrived at the National Library, Fandor began a long and minute
search through volumes on architecture, on statuary and a multitude
of guide books to Paris! He was so engrossed in his work that when
four o'clock struck he sprang up suddenly.

"Good heavens! I've scarcely time to get back to my apartment,
change into my kingly clothes and meet Wulf, to become once more
His Majesty Frederick-Christian!"

 

In his apartment in his own house, the extraordinary Marquis de
Sérac, who was also the common Mme. Ceiron, was whispering to a person hidden
behind the curtains.

"You understand, don't move and listen with all your ears, and
promise me not to interfere until I give you permission!"

"I promise. Monsieur le Marquis," replied the individual in a
low tone.

"All right, then I'll have her in."

The Marquis crossed the room and opened a door.

"Come in, Mademoiselle, and forgive me for keeping you waiting.
I had visitors."

"Oh, Monsieur," replied Marie Pascal, for it was the young
seamstress, "don't mention it … and let me thank you for your
recommendation to the King. I got two big orders from it."

"Oh, I was very glad to be of service to you with
Frederick-Christian… . I regret only one thing, Mademoiselle, and
that is the unhappy events which have clouded His Majesty's visit
to Paris."

"Yes, indeed," replied Marie Pascal, "and in such a tragic way,
too!"

"A tragic way, Mademoiselle? I imagine this has quite upset
you."

"Yes."

The Marquis emphasized his words.

"So I thought, so I thought … especially you."

The young girl lifted her pure blue eyes in surprise.

"The King spoke to me of you at great length," the Marquis
added.

A quick blush overspread her face.

"Really… . The King spoke of me?"

"His Majesty told me you were charming. He noticed you the very
first time you went to see him."

"At the Royal Palace?… But he only got a glimpse of me through
the open door."

The Marquis smiled.

"Oh, it doesn't take long for a King … or a young man to
sometimes dream of the impossible."

"Impossible … yes, you are right."

Marie Pascal pronounced the last words in a serious voice. She
was making an evident effort to keep calm. The Marquis, on the
other hand, seemed inclined to joke.

"Impossible, why?… One never knows … the will of the King
knows no obstacle." Then brusquely turning, he asked:

"You like the King, Mademoiselle?"

"Why … why … "

"Therefore, I'm wondering if the death of this unfortunate Susy
is not really a benefit."

"Oh, Monsieur!"

"Well, you know, Mademoiselle Marie, the happiness of one person is made of the tears of another.
You would have suffered. You would have been jealous."

As though against her will, Marie Pascal repeated in a low
voice:

"Yes, I should have been jealous."

"Terribly jealous, for Susy d'Orsel was pretty. Besides, a
liaison with her wasn't taken seriously by the King … while
with you it would have been quite different … why, I believe
you would have reached the point of wishing her death."

"No! no!" protested Marie feebly, "the King would have made his
choice … frankly and loyally… ."

"And suppose he hadn't chosen? Suppose he had hesitated before
the possible scandal of a rupture? Don't you care enough for him to
realize that the very idea of sharing him with another would have
been intolerable?… What I am saying sounds brutal, I know, but I am
frank with you… . Believe me, you would have been driven to hate
the unfortunate Susy."

"To hate her? Yes, … perhaps … for I should have been
jealous!"

And then suddenly Marie realized what her words meant: that she
had betrayed her cherished secret … her love. In a moment she
burst into sobs and collapsed on the sofa.

The Marquis de Sérac very gently tried to reassure her.

"Don't cry, my poor child. After all, you are lamenting
imaginary misfortunes which I have so imprudently imagined… . They
don't exist, and never could exist, for it is a fact that Susy
d'Orsel is no longer a rival to be feared. Think rather of the
future which smiles upon you. You love and you have some reason to
hope that you are loved in return, so dry your eyes … fate has
withdrawn the one obstacle which existed between you and the
King."

Tremblingly, Marie Pascal rose.

"Forgive me, Monsieur, for this stupid scene. I lost my
self … control… . I confessed a feeling which I should have
kept a secret… . I'm so confused I no longer know what I'm
saying … so please let me go."

The Marquis, with exquisite politeness, opened the door for
her.

"Promise to come and see me again, Mademoiselle; before long I
shall probably have something further of interest to say to
you."

When the door had closed upon Marie Pascal, the Marquis drew
aside the portières.

"Come out, my dear fellow… . We shall be alone now!"

Wulf appeared. A Wulf literally armed to the teeth, and ready
for any emergency.

"Put up your arsenal, we are in no danger," exclaimed the
Marquis, "and tell me what you think of the visit."

"I think there is not a moment to lose," replied Wulf, agitated.
"She loves the King and she hated Susy d'Orsel, therefore she is
the assassin. She is the cause of all the troubles that have fallen
upon the head of our beloved sovereign. Ah! I want to arrest her!
Condemn her to death! Come, Marquis, let us go to her room and
seize her!"

"Not yet a while, Wulf; sit down and talk it over. To begin
with, we can arrest nobody without proof … presumption is not
sufficient."

"I'll force her to confess!"

"You wouldn't succeed, Wulf, and besides, you have no power to
arrest her yourself. That is work for the French authorities. Your
duty is simply to go and warn Juve."

"Right away! At once!"

"Hold on … remember, you are to do nothing without my
permission. Now, I repeat, we have no proof yet to offer … but
listen carefully, for I have a plan … this is it… ."

Two hours later, Wulf rejoined Fandor in a boulevard café. The excellent man had such an air of
elation that the journalist wondered:

"What fool thing is this idiot getting ready to do now!"











Chapter 18 A
SLEEPER


Fandor sat up in bed as the door of his room opened to admit the
cautious head of Wulf. "Your Majesty is awake?" he inquired.

"Yes, my Majesty is awake and ready to get up. Wulf, we are
going out to-day."

"As your Majesty wishes."

"The Queen has written to say that she is getting bored, and
wants me home again. That being the case we had better make the
most of our few remaining days, you understand?"

"Not very well."

"Why, this afternoon we must look up some pretty girls and, as
my cousin the King of England says, 'Honi soit qui mal y pense.'
Evil to him who evil thinks. And now, au revoir, my dear Wulf; by
and by I'll invite you to crack a bottle with me."

The punctilious Wulf made the three bows demanded by etiquette,
turned on his heel, and left the room.

Fandor sprang out of bed and began to dress.

"After all, it's not altogether a joke," he muttered. "I had to listen to that idiot Wulf jawing
away all yesterday evening … and if I remember right, he said
something about being suspicious of that little Marie Pascal. I'll
have to stop him making more blunders. He's quite capable of having
her arrested. Anyway, Wulf is to do nothing till the return of
Juve, and that will give me time to take my precautions."

 

Fandor and Wulf had just finished a very excellent dinner, which
Fandor paid for out of his own pocket. He was careful not to take
any of the royal funds for his personal use. Wulf hovered on the
borderland of drunkenness, but his ideas still showed some
coherence. For the twentieth time he asked Fandor the same
question:

"But, Sire, why the deuce are you wearing a false moustache and
whiskers to-day?"

"So that I may not be recognized, my friend. I don't like having
to give royal tips everywhere."

Fandor was not speaking the truth. His disguise was assumed for
other reasons. He did not wish to be recognized either as
Frederick-Christian or as Fandor. Since noon—and it was now ten
o'clock at night—the two men had been doing Paris together, and
Wulf had received the very gratifying appellations of "my excellent
friend," "my subtle detective," and other
flattering names, so he was now dreaming of decorations, new
decorations created especially for him.

Fandor interrupted his thoughts by patting him familiarly on the
shoulder:

"Now that we've had dinner, I'm going to tell you something.
We've had quite a day of it; we've visited the Bois, where you spat
in the lake, the action of a reflective mind; we've been to the top
of the Arc de Triomphe and to the Madeleine, so now there is only
one joy remaining."

Wulf nodded: "To pay for the dinner."

"Not exactly," laughed Fandor, "that's more of a penance. No, I
was referring to a chance meeting, a charming feminine figure, a
kiss, a caress. Wulf, what would you say to two plump white arms
around your neck?"

Wulf became purple in the face.

"Oh, Sire, that would be great! But when I am with your Majesty,
I don't look at women."

"And why not, Wulf?"

"Because the women only look at you."

"That's so, Wulf, that's so; but there is a way of fixing that.
You order a drink which I will pay for, then sit here and count all
the carriages that pass in the street while I do an errand, it will
only take twenty-five minutes… . I'm
going to see a girl I know you understand?"

"Yes, Sire. Must I count all the carriages?"

"No, only those drawn by white horses. Au revoir, Wulf."

Fandor left the café and hailed a cab:

"Rue Bonaparte. I'll tell you where to stop." He settled back in
his seat, an anxious frown on his face.

"I'll just drop a hint to Juve," he thought. "One never knows
what may happen… . I suppose he'll be back soon … to-morrow
morning or evening … and won't he be glad to hear the result
of my search!"

Fandor tapped on the glass with his cane, got out, paid the
driver and made his way to the house where Juve lived. He still had
his pass-key and let himself in, calling:

"Hello! Juve, are you in?"

There was no answer, so Fandor sat at Juve's desk and wrote a
long letter, then tracing a diagram upon another sheet, he put them
into an envelope addressed to "Monsieur Juve—Urgent."

When he rejoined Wulf, he found the faithful detective on his
job.

"I've counted up to 99, Sire, but I'm not quite sure that I'm exact. A bay horse passed, and I
wasn't sure whether to count him or not."

"That's all right, we'll take this up another time. I've spoken
of you to my little friend and she is crazy to meet you, Wulf."

"Oh, Sire! Sire!"

"Yes … so come along."

"To her house?"

"Oh, no—this lady is poetic, she wants the first meeting to take
place in appropriate surroundings."

While Wulf was cudgeling his brains to think up a verse or two
to fit the occasion, Fandor guided him down the Rue Castiglione,
the Rue de Rivoli and at length reached the Place de la Concorde.
He cast an anxious glance as he passed at the mysterious repairs,
repairs not indexed by the administration, and then turned to the
Singing Fountains.

"Sire, is this the place?"

"Yes, Wulf, but first there are a few formalities to be gone
through."

The two men had reached the parapet overlooking the Seine.

"You are to stand here, Wulf, and look down at the water. You
are not to take your eyes off it."

"Why? What does your Majesty mean?"

"Because I have a surprise in store for you, and also I wish to bring about the meeting in a
natural manner—to spare the lady's feelings. Now I shall go to meet
her and take her to the Singing Fountains. When I whistle you are
to join us. Does that meet with your approval?"

"Your Majesty is most kind."

Fandor moved away and after glancing back to make sure Wulf was
obeying orders, he quickly drew his revolver and approached the
works.

"I must remember Juve's precept," he muttered, "never fire
first, and then only when you're sure to hit."

The journalist now examined the palisade which surrounded a
ditch of some depth dug in the angle made by the Orangery
walls.

"Can't see anything from the outside," he thought, "so I'll go
in."

With a running jump he succeeded in catching hold of the
palisade top and in a moment was sitting astride of it.

Nobody was in sight. Fandor was a little surprised. He expected
to be confronted by some sinister individual.

"All right," he growled, "if you don't mind I'll come in."

Letting go of the top he slid down to the ground. There he found a large hole in which was
placed a ladder. This led to the bottom of the ditch where a series
of pipes protruded from the soil. Fandor lit his pocket lamp and
carefully examined the surroundings.

"Ah," he exclaimed, "it looks as though some perfectly natural
repair work was going on."

He then went down listening at each pipe mouth. One of them gave
out a peculiar sound, steady and cadenced, in fact, a snore, a real
snore.

"Can he be asleep," he muttered.

Climbing quickly out of the ditch, Fandor reached the street
again and ran toward the Singing Fountains.

"Either the 'Curiosities of Paris' which I read yesterday in the
library is a collection of bad jokes, or the body of the third
statue … "

He did not complete his thought.

After once more making sure that nobody was about, and that the
excellent Wulf was still absorbed in contemplation of the Seine, he
climbed into the basin at the foot of one of the bronze naiads and
waded through mud and water to the base of the statue.

"Now, then, let's see, what must I do next? Seize the statue by
the neck, place the left hand in the middle of the body and sway
it."

Suiting the action to the word, the journalist applied all his
force and in a moment the statue parted in two and swung toward
him. The hollow interior appeared like a black hole. Bending
forward, Fandor cried:

"Sire, Sire, can you hear me?"

His voice came echoing back to him, but there was no reply from
the depths.

"Ah, I can't be mistaken!" he cried, desperately. "Wulf heard
this fountain singing the national anthem of Hesse-Weimar, the
statue is hollow, therefore the King should be hidden in it."

Again he stood, listening. After a pause an exclamation of
surprise escaped him.

"Why, it's the same noise I heard in the pipe … it's a
snore … the unfortunate man is somewhere asleep!"

To call louder would have been dangerous, and besides, quick
action was necessary.

"Nothing venture, nothing gain," he whispered, as, revolver in
hand, he stepped inside the statue. He slid rapidly down for a
distance of six or eight feet and then landed on earth. There he
lay for a minute or two, reasoning that if he should be met by a
fusillade, he would be safer in that position.

However, complete silence reigned about him, broken only by the
steady and distant snoring.

Then, lighting his electric lamp, Fandor began a survey of the
premises into which he had so daringly intruded.











Chapter 19
FREE!


After a brief inspection, a cry of surprise rose to his
lips.

"Good Lord!… there he is! Frederick-Christian."

It was indeed the King—a prisoner in the hollow foundations of
the Singing Fountains.

"Sire, Sire!"

The King slept on. But his sleep seemed troubled; he breathed in
gasps.

"Sire! Sire! Wake up! I have come to save you! Upon my word,
that is what might be called a royal sleep."

The journalist's words made no impression on the sleeping
monarch, so, ignoring all formality, he laid hands upon the King
and gave him a violent shaking.

"For Heaven's sake, try to recognize me … speak to
me … I am Jerome Fandor … I've come to save you."

In leaning over the sleeping man, Fandor suddenly got a whiff of
his breath and then drew back, amazed.

"Why, he's drunk! As drunk as a lord! Where the deuce did he get it?… Ah, these empty
bottles!… Wine!… and ham … no wonder! What on earth shall I do
with him now? How can I get him out of here? I can't leave him in
the hands of the cutthroats who have imprisoned him… . But if I do
take him away, how the devil will Juve and I be able to catch the
accomplices of Fantômas, if he has any?"

"Juve!"

The very name of the detective gave him an inspiration.

"Yes, that's the only way out of it … first of all, I must
save the King, get him out of danger, and then arrange a trap to
catch my gang." Fandor deliberated a moment.

"There's no doubt I shall run the risk of being killed in his
place, but that's a risk I shall have to take."

And then a smile spread over the journalist's features.

"What an idiot I am! After all, there's no danger … it was
a happy thought of mine leaving that note for Juve … he'll
come to-morrow at the latest … that gives me the rest of the
night."

Fandor's ruse, its daring and its almost unheard of devotion,
appeared to him quite natural. It was simply to set the King at liberty and remain himself
in his place.

While he undoubtedly ran the risk of a bullet in his body, yet
the carefully drawn plan he had left in Juve's rooms would enable
the detective to find his prison without difficulty.

 

The first problem that presented itself was to get the drunken
King away.

Frederick-Christian lay, an inert mass, quite incapable of
rendering any assistance. Fandor began by drawing himself up to the
opening and taking a look around. The Place de la Concorde was
deserted.

"Well, to work!" he cried. "There is nothing for me to do but to
haul him out, then put the body of the statue back in place… . If
in three days nothing happens, why I shall be free to leave. The
ham will keep me going, and as for the wine … Ah! an
idea!"

The journalist seized half a dozen of the empty bottles, climbed
out and filled them with water; returning, he drew from his pocket
a thin silk cord he had taken from Juve's room. By its aid and with
a strength of which his slender figure gave no evidence, he
succeeded in hauling the King up to the open air.

"And now for another foot bath," exclaimed Fandor; "saving Kings
is a sorry business."

Having waded again through the icy water of the basin, Fandor
carried the unconscious monarch upon his shoulders and deposited
his burden on the sidewalk. He was about to regain his dungeon when
he suddenly paused:

"The deuce! I was forgetting! When he becomes sober again, he'll
have forgotten all about his adventure … he'll kick up a row
at the Royal Palace… . I must warn him."

Fandor took out his notebook, wrote a few lines which he
enclosed in an envelope and pinned it upon the King's coat. Upon
the envelope was written:

"I am to read this when I wake."

His next proceeding was to blow a shrill whistle.

"It's your turn now, my dear Wulf … you won't find the fair
unknown you expect, but you'll get back your Prince, slightly the
worse for wear."

The journalist now swung the statue back in place,
exclaiming:

"Au revoir, Monsieur, I'm off to take your place … sorry I
can't stay to see the meeting with Wulf … he'll find his King
somewhat changed… . I ought to have given you my moustache and
beard."

 

Fandor passed a horrible night. He was obliged to economize the
use of his electric lamp, which was only
capable of giving several hours of light, so after a careful survey
of his lodging, he extinguished it and lay down to get what rest he
could.

"Not much fun for the King here!" he thought, "it's devilish
monotonous … can't see anything, and nothing to hear …
hold on, I can distinguish three separate noises, the plash of the
water from the fountains, the rumble of carriages, and that heavy
sound can only be the passage of trains from the North-South in the
tunnel, which if I mistake not is right under my prison … and
these Singing Fountains … they are accounted for by the King
howling when he got drunk … but what about the night Susy
d'Orsel was killed?… The King wasn't here then, and yet they were
heard singing?"

Fandor was not long in reaching the solution of the mystery.

"What a fool I am!… the murder of Susy d'Orsel, the imprisonment
of the King, are both the work of Fantômas! Fantômas must have
known this hiding place a long time ago… . It was he who tried the
experiment of making the statues sing to find out whether the sound
could be heard above… . And to think that this monster has been
arrested by Juve! And without me, too!… I shall have only the glory
of showing up a few of his accomplices, and if they don't come in two or three days, why, I shall
clear out."

Fandor rose and went toward the base of the naiad.

"It's still dark. I might just as well get a breath of fresh
air."

With a gymnastic leap, the journalist reached the body of the
statue and switched on his electric light. He made a horrible
discovery. To reach the King he had maneuvered the statue from the
outside. He realized now that it was impossible to open it from the
inside. In his daring folly he had shut himself in and possibly
condemned himself to the most terrible torture.

Now he began a struggle to regain his liberty. He tore his
fingers and broke his nails in vain despairing efforts … at
length he gave up, beaten. He was irrevocably a prisoner. When he
realized his situation he sank to the ground, a cry escaping his
lips:

"Juve! Juve! If only Juve finds my letter. If only he comes to
save me!"











Chapter 20
FREDERICK-CHRISTIAN


"Another drink, Monsieur Louis?"

"I think I've had about enough."

"No, no … this is my turn to treat."

"Well, since you put it that way, Monsieur Wulf, I can't
refuse."

"Besides," added the barkeeper, "this is some very special
vermouth, only served to old clients."

"Ah," laughed Wulf, "I hope we're included in that category, for
you certainly have no better client than myself."

"Excuse me," replied the barkeeper, smiling, "we have one, your
boss, Monsieur Wulf, the King Frederick-Christian… . And while he
doesn't always finish his drinks he always pays for them."

"And that's the important thing," added M. Louis.

It was about ten in the morning, and in the bar of the Royal
Palace, deserted at this early hour, were M. Louis, Major-domo of
the hotel, Wulf, and the barkeeper, who in his turn offered a round
of drinks on the house.

As the glasses were being filled, the telephone rang to say that
his Majesty wanted to see Wulf.

"That's all right," replied Wulf condescendingly, "I'll be along
by and by."

After several more vermouths, Wulf grew expansive:

"Do you know, Monsieur Louis, that I've actually saved the
King's life twice in five days!"

"Pretty good work," commented M. Louis, politely.

"The first time was the day after my arrival in Paris. Your
Government wanted to kick up a fuss over the death of the King's
little sweetheart; in fact, they went so far as to talk of his
arrest." Wulf stopped suddenly, alarmed:

"But that is a state secret which I may not tell you. The second
time was yesterday evening, or rather early this morning. You see
the King and I had been off on a spree together."

As the barkeeper looked surprised at this announcement, Wulf
explained:

"Oh, we're a couple of pals, the King and I … like two
fingers of one hand … that's why I was in no hurry to answer
his call just now… . Well, as I was saying, we were having a little
spree, and the King was going to introduce me to a little …
but that's another secret… . I'll skip
the details, it is enough to say that after waiting a while, I
found, instead of the girl, the King, my King. And where? Beside
the Singing Fountains in the Place de la Concorde. Ah! my dear
friends, what a state he was in! I hardly knew him at first; in
fact, I shouldn't have known him at all if I were not such a sharp
detective. He had removed his false beard and spectacles. I tell
you Frederick-Christian has aged ten years, his clothes were torn
and covered with mud, and moreover he was dead drunk! How he
managed it in the time I don't know, for he wasn't away from me for
more than an hour. What would you have done in my place? Left there
in that deserted street he would have been at the mercy of the
first thief or assassin. Therefore, I say, I saved his life by
putting him into a cab and bringing him back to the Royal Palace.
While I was helping to put him to bed, I noticed a letter pinned to
his coat with this inscription on it, 'I am to read this when I
wake.' So I have arranged accordingly. He'll see it the first thing
on opening his eyes. Well, what do you think of that? Didn't I save
the King's life a second time?"

M. Louis nodded:

"Never twice without the third time."

"I hope so … well, au revoir, Monsieur… ."

"Pardon, Monsieur," interrupted one of the employés, "but his
Majesty has asked for you again."

"All right, I'm going," replied Wulf, as he drank his fifth
vermouth.

 

"Whatever happens, whatever you are told, do not show any
surprise. Take up your customary life again as though it had never
been interrupted, as though nothing had happened since the night of
December 31st."

Frederick-Christian, the victim of a racking headache, read and
reread these strange mysterious words, without in the least
understanding their meaning. After a heavy sleep, he had wakened
about nine o'clock to find himself lying comfortably in his own bed
at the Royal Palace. At first he thought it was part of his
nightmare, that he was dreaming, but as he became more fully awake,
he was obliged to admit the evidence of his senses.

At this moment, he suddenly caught sight of the crumpled letter
pinned to his counterpane; opening it, he read the lines that
Fandor had hurriedly pencilled the night before.

In spite of his exhaustion and stiffness, he sprang out of bed
and was about to ring for a servant when a feeling of caution came
over him.

It would be better first to take stock of the situation.

What had happened?

Among the newspapers lying on the table, he noticed several
copies of the Gazette of Hesse-Weimar.

He glanced over the most recent numbers, but found nothing
unusual in their columns. He then went back to the paper dated
January 1st and to his amazement saw the following
announcement:

"Paris, 1st January. (From our Special Correspondent.) His
Majesty Frederick-Christian, contrary to his general custom, did
not leave his Hotel during New Year's Day. This may be accounted
for by the fact that the streets of Paris are, as a rule, crowded
during this holiday and his Majesty would have run the risk of
being drawn into promiscuous contact with the common people."

The copy of January 2d also remarked that the King had evinced a
desire to attend the Longchamps races, but had been prevented by
the possibility of a chance meeting with the President of the
Republic, a contingency not foreseen in the protocol.
Frederick-Christian, in fact, recalled that he had expressed a wish
to attend the Longchamps meet, but he asked himself how it was
possible to have notified him of the change of program while at
that time he had mysteriously disappeared! But the climax of
his amazement was reached when he came to
the following paragraph:

"Paris, 4th January. (From our Special Correspondent.) His
Majesty Frederick-Christian II is still held in the French Capital
by affairs of the highest importance. His subjects need, however,
be under no apprehension, as his Majesty's health is excellent,
this information having been received by Hedwige, our well-beloved
Queen.

"During his stay in Paris, Frederick-Christian has been
especially appreciative of the respectful and devoted services of
M. Wulfenmimenglaschk, head of the secret service of Hesse-Weimar,
who, by the exercise of his perspicacity and high intelligence, has
found in the King not only an able assistant, but a true friend,
having the honor to occupy the apartment at the Royal Palace next
to his Majesty."

 

"What's this all about?" exclaimed the King, "what influence
have I been under during these last four days?"

It was easy enough to recommend him to show no surprise, but it
was also necessary to settle upon some definite attitude to take.
And what about this "Wulf"?

Frederick-Christian would have a look at this individual who claimed to be his friend and his next door
neighbor. Accordingly he rang the bell, and sent down the message
which Wulf received in the barroom. A wait of twenty minutes
followed and then the door opened without ceremony and the King
stood rooted in amazement at the appearance of his Secret Service
Chief. In the most natural manner in the world, Wulf entered the
room and stood looking slyly at the King. Then, smilingly, he
said:

"Well, Sire, feel better?"

"What!" stuttered Frederick-Christian, scarcely able to speak
for indignation.

"Yes," continued Wulf, "I'm glad to see you up; as for me, I'm
all right … but you must remember that I drank less than you
did last night. I tell you they've capital vermouth here …
shall I order your Majesty a bottle?"

"What's your name?" asked the King.

Wulf considered his sovereign with compassion.

"He's still a bit soused," he muttered to himself, then wagging
a reproving finger at the King, he continued:

"Who am I? Wulfenmimenglaschk, Sire, at your service, and I've
already saved your life twice … that's why I may be allowed to
give you a bit of advice. Cut out the booze, Sire, you're
distinctly the worse for wear …
you're so changed that if it wasn't for your dressing-gown… ."

Wulf was undoubtedly very drunk; otherwise he could not have
failed to notice the difference between the King of the last few
days and the present one.

Frederick-Christian held himself in hand as long as possible,
then burst out:

"What does this attitude mean?… this familiarity? What makes you
speak in French?"

Wulf was first amazed at the change in his beloved master and
inclined to weep over his humiliation. He was about to give
utterance to his feelings when the King seized him by the arm and
pointed to the Hesse-Weimar Gazette.

"Read that! Who furnished this information?"

"Why, I did, Sire."

"Then you mean to say you have been continually with me. You
occupy the next apartment? You enjoy my friendship?"

"Yes, Sire."

The King, in a burst of rage, now held the unfortunate Wulf by
the collar and shoving him toward the door, ejected him onto the
landing with a prodigious kick.

 

Frederick-Christian, more puzzled than ever by the turn of events, now turned his attention to
his toilette. He was still in scanty attire and went behind his
screen to continue dressing. At this moment a soft and charming
voice spoke:

"Sire, are you there? It is I … Marie Pascal."

Marie Pascal!

Where had he heard that name before? Slowly Frederick-Christian
recalled the silhouette of a young woman … with a fair skin
and light hair …

The voice continued:

"I am glad to know that you are better, Sire. Forgive me for
troubling you now but since our last meeting things have happened
of a very serious nature … hidden enemies want to destroy
me … to destroy us… . First of all they accused your Majesty
of the murder of Susy d'Orsel, and now after torturing me with
questions they have dared to say it was I!… I'm sure they overheard
our last conversation and misunderstand our love for each other…
."

Frederick-Christian was growing suspicious. What did this
extraordinary visit mean? Did they want to trap him into an unwary
admission?

"In the name of our love, say you don't believe me guilty!"

The King hesitated.

"I don't know… . I … "

He stopped short as Marie Pascal with a sudden movement flung
down the screen. The King in amaze stood stock still while the
young girl looked at him in utter stupefaction, with trembling lips
and body shaken by nervous tremors. Then suddenly she turned in
terror, screaming:

"Help! Help! The impostor! The murderer!… the King is not the
King… . Frederick-Christian has disappeared!… Who is this man?"

The girl's cries brought the Hotel servants quickly to the
scene. She continued, pointing to the King:

"Who is this man?… Frederick-Christian has disappeared!… good
God, what has happened?"

"Better call the police," suggested some one.

This met with general approval, but proceedings were suddenly
interrupted by the arrival of Wulf.

"Have you heard?" several voices asked.

"All I know," replied Wulf in a piteous tone, "is that
Frederick-Christian or not, he's got a devilish heavy foot, and
when he kicks, he kicks royally."











Chapter 21
HORRIBLE CERTAINTY


"What has happened to that idiot Juve? Here for three days I've
been shut up in this beastly prison and no sign of him."

As the days passed, Fandor gradually lost his buoyancy of
spirits and became more and more anxious.

"What can Juve be doing?" he repeated for the hundredth
time.

The continual obscurity of the place began to weigh him down.
This was relieved each day for a few moments by a thin shaft of
light. Fandor was quick to account for the phenomenon.

"It happens exactly at noon when the sun is directly overhead,"
he reasoned, "and finds an entrance through a crack in the
bronze."

Many times he climbed to the body of the naiad in the hope of
discovering some method of escape, but at length he realized that
the thing was impossible.

He was seated one night deep in thought, puzzling his brains for
the reason of Juve's defection, when a voice suddenly broke the
silence.

"Can you hear me?"

Fandor bounded to his feet.

"Yes, I hear you."

"You must be getting uneasy?"

"Uneasy! I'm going mad! What a long time you've been!"

"That's true, I am a little late, but it hasn't been very
easy."

Now that Fandor's mind was set at rest about his deliverance, he
grew curious to know the results of the detective's
investigation.

"Well, you were successful?"

"Yes, quite successful."

"Do they know in Glotzbourg?"

"They must have some suspicion by now."

"When did you get back?"

"This morning."

"Only this morning! And did you get my letter?"

"Your what, Sire?… I don't catch."

"I say you must have got my letter, since you are here, and now
please get me out of this hole as quickly as possible … it's
awful being shut up here … you can't imagine how I long for a
breath of fresh air."

"Yes, yes, I understand, but I'm wondering how I'm to get you
out."

"What's that?"

"Have you thought over a way we can effect the exchange?"

"But, my dear fellow, you must know what to do. I gave you full
particulars in my letter."

"In your letter?"

"Yes… . I even enclosed a diagram."

There was a pause, the voice then asked:

"Will you pass me up this letter by … "

Fandor interrupted:

"Why, it's quite simple! Find the third naiad, counting from the
one nearest the bridge."

Suddenly the voice explained:

"Look here, Sire, we are talking at cross purposes. I am asking
you where we can exchange the diamond."

"The diamond?"

"Yes! Your diamond."

Fandor's face grew pale.

"My diamond!"

"The diamond I went to Glotzbourg to get … what's the
matter with you, Sire? Don't you remember?… And what's all this
about a letter?"

"Why, Juve! I'm talking of the letter I left at your apartment
in which I explained how you may reach me!"

"Juve! Juve! Oho!"

A burst of strident laughter, infernal and diabolical, reached
Fandor, who now guessed the horrible truth.

"If it isn't Juve who is speaking, who is it?" he cried. "For
the love of God, who are you?"

"The person speaking to you … is Fantômas."

"Fantômas!"

Staggering, terrified, Fandor screamed:

"Fantômas! Fantômas!… It can't be possible! Fantômas has been
arrested! Fantômas is in the hands of Juve!"

"Fantômas arrested?… Fantômas can't be arrested! He will never
be caught! He is above and beyond every attack, every menace!
Fantômas is Death, Eternal Death, Pitiless Death, King Death!
Good-bye!"

A long silence followed. Fandor was stunned by the awful
reality. He experienced all the sensations of a man buried alive,
condemned to death with torture. And then another thought flashed
through his mind:

"The papers spoke of Fantômas's arrest. But if Fantômas is at
liberty, it must mean that Juve has been beaten! Juve went to
Glotzbourg to arrest him. A man has been arrested under the name of
Fantômas. That man must be Juve himself!"

And his letter! The first thing Fantômas would do would be to go
to Juve's apartment and destroy it.

"He has got me," he exclaimed. "He can choose his own time to
kill me. He can send down asphyxiating gas or a deluge of water
through the connecting tube, or he can just leave me here to die
slowly of hunger and thirst."

The journalist began pacing up and down his prison. He tried to
recover his calm and argue the case out:

"Here I am in perfect health, clear in my mind and able to
struggle to the bitter end. I have enough food and water to last me
about nine or ten days. In my pocket I have my revolver, so that I
can blow my brains out if it comes to the worst. But I won't. I'll
fight! I'll fight until I drop!"











Chapter 22
BETWEEN US THREE—FANTÔMAS!


For the second time, the Grand Duchess Alexandra solemnly
repeated to the Queen:

"I have the honor to take leave of your Majesty, and I dare to
hope that I may hear news of your Majesty when I reach my journey's
end. I shall be away a long while from the court of Hesse-Weimar
and from its august Sovereign for whom I profess the deepest
respect."

The interview between the Queen and the woman she deemed her
mortal enemy took place about eleven o'clock, two days after the
famous ball in the midst of which the detective Juve had so
unfortunately been mistaken for Fantômas, and thrown into a gloomy
dungeon where he had since been kept in solitary confinement.
Opinion at Hesse-Weimar was divided between the theory that the
thief had succeeded in hiding the famous diamond before he was
caught, and the theory that when he discovered its hiding place, he
had found an empty jewel case. Naturally, the identity of the Grand
Duchess with the famous Lady Beltham,[3] established by Juve, was unknown
in Hesse-Weimar, nor did anyone suspect
that her sudden departure was in any way connected with the arrest
of the pseudo Fantômas.

The Queen was at first unwilling to believe in the retreat of
her enemy, but she was at length obliged to accept the fact when
Alexandra made her formal adieux.

"There was a rumor that you were going to leave us," she
replied, "but I scarcely credited it, Madame."

The adventuress, who by a series of extraordinary circumstances
had been enabled to pass herself as a cousin of the reigning
family, looked at the Queen sadly:

"Your Majesty is not very kind to me," she exclaimed with tears
in her voice, "and I hoped for a more friendly farewell at the
moment when I am taking my departure for the new world."

The Queen was touched by these words; with an impulsive movement
she opened her arms to the false Grand Duchess, who flung herself
into them in a long embrace.

The two women now had a heart to heart talk in which the Queen
confessed her fears and distrust. She even went to the length of
admitting her belief that Alexandra had had designs upon the throne
of Hesse-Weimar.

The adventuress looked with pitying contempt upon the little
Queen Hedwige:

"Your Majesty has been outrageously deceived," she replied, "I
belong to a race which is incapable of such treachery."

Completely reassured, the Queen became very tender and ended
affectionately by wishing the pseudo Duchess a good journey. The
two women parted friends.

 

On a siding in the Glotzbourg station stood a private car, which
had been placed at the service of the Grand Duchess, waiting to be
connected with the Paris express from Berlin.

Inside, the Duchess, dressed in a quiet traveling costume, sat
talking to Prince Gudulfin. The young man was pale and anxious:

"Your orders have been carried out, Madame, are you
satisfied?"

The pseudo Grand Duchess thanked the Prince with a softened
look, and the latter continued in a low voice:

"Madame, you know that my followers are prepared to try
a coup d'état—for pity's sake accept the homage of my
love, give me a word of hope, and I will overthrow the present
dynasty and mount the throne myself with you as my Queen."

"That is nothing but a mad dream, Prince … something
impossible to happen … we have not the right even to think of
it."

"You are more than unkind to me, Madame … you are
enigmatic … mysterious."

At this moment a newsboy was heard crying an extra edition of
the Hesse-Weimar Gazette. The Duchess rose quickly
and bought a copy.

In large headlines she read the following:

"Death of Fantômas. The bandit ends his days in prison."

Alexandra sat down and became absorbed in the details, paying no
further attention to Prince Gudulfin.

At length after a long pause, he spoke bitterly:

"This bandit seems to interest you more than I do, Madame."

The Grand Duchess made a vague gesture of denial.

The Prince sighed:

"Ah, you might remember that in this sinister business, the
account of which you are now reading, it is owing to me your wishes
have been carried out. You have been obeyed blindly."

Lady Beltham was spared the necessity of replying, for at this
moment the express entered the station with a deafening roar. As it
was scheduled to remain only a few
minutes, the private car was hurriedly attached to the end of the
train. In the ensuing hurry and scurry of passengers who were
anxiously being scrutinized by the Grand Duchess, there appeared a
man dressed in dark clothes, and wearing a gray beard. He was
searching hurriedly through the cars for an empty seat. The Duchess
gave a faint cry at the sight of him, and withdrew to the back of
her compartment.

Who was it?

The train whistled and the last good-byes were said.

Prince Gudulfin pleaded so urgently for a tender word, that the
adventuress, with the consummate art of the actress, leaned out,
whispering:

"Hope, Prince, hope … some day, perhaps … later …
and remember that even the most virtuous of women, when she cannot
give encouragement, is not averse to leaving regrets behind
her."

 

During the evening which preceded Lady Beltham's departure, Juve
sat in his cell eating his frugal repast.

For forty-eight hours he had seen no one except his two jailors,
and he was beginning to worry over his situation. There had now
been plenty of time for them to discover their mistake in arresting
him. His eyes had pained him greatly the
first day but were now slowly recovering. Feeling a desire to
sleep, Juve stretched himself on his bed and gave way to
reflection.

What had happened?

It was not difficult to guess. The officers of the Palace,
finding him in the King's bedroom, a smoking revolver beside him
and a Lancer crying "Thief! thief!" had naturally arrested him,
thinking him guilty. Fantômas, after blinding him with pepper, had
changed back into his uniform and escaped with the diamond. But
what was Lady Beltham doing there known to the Hesse-Weimar people
as the Grand Duchess Alexandra? What new and diabolical projects
were on foot to bring the monster and his mistress together in this
honest, bourgeois court of Hesse-Weimar?

As for the diamond, of what possible use could it be to the
thief? It would be harder to get rid of than the obelisk or the
Vendôme column!

While these thoughts were passing slowly through Juve's mind, he
felt an intense desire to sleep come over him, his limbs suddenly
became numb and heavy; and then a sudden terror seized him.

"I have been poisoned!" he cried, making a superhuman effort to
rise; but the narcotic was slowly but surely overpowering him.
Finally, he lost all idea of his
surroundings and sank back on his bed unconscious.

 

Had the day come?

A pale light touched with yellow and silver rays, crept softly
through the half-opened door and reached the face of a sleeping
man; causing him to stir and to open his eyes, blinking and
yawning. It was Juve.

The first thing his gaze lighted upon was a round moon in a blue
sky sown with stars. The detective who had gone to sleep in a
dungeon, smiled instinctively at the heavens and the fresh, pure
air which filled the room. By degrees his mind went back to the
events of the past night, the heavy sleep that had come over him,
and he wondered how much time had elapsed since he had lost
consciousness. He had, besides, the impression that beneath his
ample and warm bed clothes he was quite naked. His movements, too,
seemed constricted as though he were lying in a narrow frame bed
placed on the ground.

But where was he?

Thanks to the moonlight, he could perceive that he was in a room
on the ground floor. Outside, shapes flitted by, and these Juve
soon found to be bats hurrying to their nearby lairs. An owl hooted
in the distance. The detective determined to make an effort
to get up. To his surprise he met with no
resistance and easily climbed out of the sort of box in which he
had been lying.

As his eyes became accustomed to the semi-obscurity, he started
upon seeing the bed he had been lying in. It was a coffin.

Juve then shuddered at the thought of the horrible death he
might have undergone. He might have been buried alive! But a
further surprise was in store for him. Not far away stood another
coffin, and in this second one lay a corpse.

The dead man was about fifty, strongly built and robust. A small
clot of blood had congealed on his temple and this was enough to
show Juve the cause of his death.

He had been shot through the head with a revolver, and his death
had been instantaneous. The rigidity of the body showed that the
crime had been committed some time before. And then he made a still
further discovery. By the side of the coffin lay a pile of clothes,
and to Juve's amazement he recognized them as being his own!

"Well," he exclaimed, "there can be no harm in putting them on,
since they are mine." A further search disclosed, tucked away in a
corner of the coffin, his pocketbook. Not only that, but some
generous person had stuffed it literally
full of bank notes, and in a small pocket he also found a
first-class ticket from Glotzbourg to the frontier.

"What on earth does all this mean?" he exclaimed.

A search of his erstwhile bed now brought to light a sheet torn
from a railway time-table, upon which a certain train was
underscored in red ink. From another corner of the coffin he
brought out a false beard and a pair of yellow spectacles! In a
twinkling Juve dressed himself and crossing to the door, pushed it
open and looked out.

"The deuce!" he cried, "that's a funereal outlook!"

Before him stretched away on all sides … tombstones!
tombstones big and little—some with crosses, others with crowns and
flowers.

Juve was in a cemetery, and the strange room in which he found
himself was the mortuary chapel. Nothing disturbed the impressive
silence of this vast resting place. In the distance a clock struck
five, and far off Juve perceived the silhouette of the Glotzbourg
Cathedral.

The detective pulled himself together and began to piece out by
his well-known habit of induction some solution to this
incomprehensible mystery.

"To begin with," he exclaimed, "my being still alive is evidently due to the will of my
adversaries. It is possible that the police of Hesse-Weimar may
have discovered their mistake, and taken this method of setting me
at liberty. Or, it has been given out that I am dead, and they
intend to bury this poor fellow in my place… .

"No, that's stupid. I was forgetting it is Fantômas who is
supposed to be caught, then are they going to give out that
Fantômas is dead?… That seems out of the question… . Besides this
man didn't die a natural death, he was killed! I can't make head or
tail of it."

Juve paced up and down, rejecting one hypothesis after another.
Finally, with a shrug of his shoulders, he cried:

"Bah! I shall know all in good time. Let's get to the most
pressing problem. I have been given money, a ticket with the time
of departure marked on the time-table, that is as much as to
say:

"'My dear Sir, you are to go to the Station and take the 1.22
train, first class, for the frontier, there you will be left to
your own devices … but be careful to use the disguise given
you.'"

"Well," continued Juve to himself, "I haven't the least desire
to thwart my mysterious friends, having no wish to prolong my visit
here."

Soon afterward Juve set out toward the town. As he walked the
dawn broke on the horizon.

 

For three hours the Berlin express had been speeding across
Hesse-Weimar on its way to Paris. Night was beginning to fall and
multi-colored signals showed their points of light as the train
sped past way stations.

Juve, plunged in his thoughts, paid no attention to what was
passing without. He had picked up a copy of
the Hesse-Weimar Gazettebefore leaving, and in it had
read the following:

"The desperate bandit, Fantômas, arrested two days ago in the
Royal Palace while in the act of stealing the diamond, has
committed suicide by shooting himself through the head with a small
revolver he had hidden in his clothes. His body is now lying in the
mortuary chapel of the cemetery awaiting the inevitable
autopsy."

This information but confirmed Juve in the hypothesis he had
formed. But there still remained a point to be cleared up.
Undoubtedly the public were being duped … but who was duping
them, and why? If Juve was thought to be Fantômas, they wouldn't
have let him escape and put a dead man in his place. On the other
hand, if they knew that Juve was not Fantômas, why the devil had this suicide story
been invented?

A new idea suddenly flashed through Juve's mind.

"Suppose that not only the people of Hesse-Weimar but also the
Government have been fooled!"

A glimpse caught of Prince Gudulfin descending from the private
car at the Hesse-Weimar station, was sufficient to start this train
of thought. By association of ideas the sight of the Prince brought
to Juve's mind the figure of the Grand Duchess Alexandra, who was
no other than Lady Beltham. And Lady Beltham suggested Fantômas,
whom Juve was inclined to credit not only with his arrest but also
with his liberation.

When the train pulled into the Frontier Station Juve, still
wearing his false beard and whiskers, jumped down and hurried to
the ticket office to buy his transportation to Paris. As he was
returning, he happened to glance at the private car attached to the
train at Glotzbourg, when, in spite of his self-control, he could
not repress a cry of triumph.

One of the window curtains was suddenly raised and then
immediately lowered again, but Juve had time to recognize a face.
It was that of the Grand Duchess Alexandra … otherwise Lady
Beltham. The train whistled.

Juve had only just time to regain his compartment. He began
pacing up and down the corridor, rubbing his hands, almost jumping
for joy. At last the mystery was cleared. He understood what had
been going on. Lady Beltham had fainted when Juve was arrested.
Why?

Evidently, because she had accepted the general opinion that he
was Fantômas. After coming to herself and learning that the monster
was in prison, she had made up her mind to effect his escape cost
what it might.

But how was she to set about it?

Doubtless Lady Beltham, in her capacity of Grand Duchess, had
many devoted friends, and it was evidently with their aid that the
evasion had been brought about. And Lady Beltham, herself a dupe,
still imagined it was her lover she had saved; when in reality she
had set at liberty his most determined enemy.

As the air now began to grow chilly, Juve returned to his
compartment and picked up his overcoat. He was about to put it on,
when he stopped in amazement.

On the lining was pinned a paper with the following words
scribbled in pencil:

"America Hotel, Paris."

For a long time Juve, with bent brows, read and reread these
words. They could only have been brought
here by Lady Beltham herself while Juve was away getting his
ticket. What did this mysterious address portend?

If Lady Beltham believed she was communicating with Fantômas,
she certainly would have no need to write to him; she would know
well enough where to find him.

Furthermore, why didn't she simply walk through the several
intervening cars and talk to him? What could be the motive powerful
enough to prevent the mistress rejoining her lover? Upon second
thoughts Juve doubted the hypothesis that Lady Beltham had intended
to instigate the release of Fantômas. Might she not have become
weary of the yoke which joined her to this monster and be really
repentant of her crimes? It would not be the first time she had
tasted remorse—and, instead of saving Fantômas, was aware that Juve
had been set at liberty.

"Yes," echoed Juve, "this second hypothesis is evidently the
right one and Lady Beltham has ranged herself upon the side of
law."

The detective, with a defiant glance at the deepening evening
shadows, proclaimed grandiloquently:

"So be it, Lady Beltham, it shall not be said that a gallant man
repays you with ingratitude, and if you care to have it so we will
say in unison:

"Between us three, Fantômas!"

 

The train thundered through the night. It was only at seven in
the morning that the suburbs of Paris showed through an uncertain
fog.

Saint Denis, the fortifications, and then the train slowed up
and stopped under the great glass dome of the Gare du Nord. Juve,
waking with a start, hastily sprang out and made his way to the
private car in the hope of seeing Lady Beltham. But the Lady had
already disappeared… . Juve caught up with her just in time to see
her enter an automobile which instantly got under way. He managed
to catch the number of the car, but could not find a taxi rapid
enough to make the attempt of overtaking her.

"Oh, well," he exclaimed, "I know how to find her."

A sudden thought struck him:

"The delay accorded me by M. Annion expires to-day, and the
arrest of the false Frederick-Christian is about due. I don't
suppose Fandor has taken any steps, but I'd better find out what is
happening."

Juve consulted his watch:

"Half-past seven, I can call on the Minister of the
Interior."

He sprang into a taxi and cried:

"Number eleven, Rue des Saussaies!"











Chapter 23
OFFICIAL OPINIONS


"Well, M. Vicart?"

"Well, M. Annion, that's all."

"That's all!" replied M. Annion. "That's nothing! We've been
talking for a quarter of an hour without getting anywhere or
reaching any conclusion."

"But, M. Annion… ."

"No, I say… . It is I who have been giving you all the
information and that, you know, is rather surprising… . You are the
acting head of the Secret Service and you should have known all
this. It's not my place to tell you what's going on at the Royal
Palace."

"M. Annion, nothing at all has happened."

This reply threw M. Annion into a sudden fit of anger.

"Is that so? Nothing has happened, hasn't it? And you don't
realize the gravity of the case! Really, Vicart, it's discouraging!
Can't you understand that we must absolutely come to some decision?
The ministry is under the constant threat of interpellations and
that state of affairs cannot continue."

"Oh, I don't say the situation isn't serious, I only say nothing
new has turned up."

"That's just what I'm complaining about—your absolute lack of
comprehension. To begin with, a week has gone by … a whole
week since Juve left, and not a word from Glotzbourg… . In fact,
Juve is a day late already… . Does that convey nothing to you?… To
me it means that Juve has found nothing there."

"I don't quite understand," ventured the bewildered Vicart.

M. Annion took pity on his subordinate.

"Before Juve left he had proved to me that the King was the real
King; isn't that so?"

"Yes."

"But that doesn't alter the fact that the King is a murderer… .
Juve suspected some court intrigue, that's why he left for
Glotzbourg. Now what is our situation? We have a King who has
committed murder, and we don't arrest him. But that is the least of
my worries. What about public opinion on the one hand and the
extraordinary audacity of this monarch on the other?"

"Public opinion?"

"Yes! why the deuce don't you read the papers? Learn what is
going on! Take the opposition press—they're always hinting at the weakness of the
government in not arresting criminals on account of diplomatic
complications. While I've seen to it that no more manifestations
take place outside the Royal Palace, that the public for the time
being is muzzled, still it is only waiting a chance to break out
again. And now here is Frederick-Christian writing to the Minister
of Foreign Affairs saying he wishes to meet the President of the
Republic … while he is here incognito. Still, by the terms of
the protocol, he owes a visit to the Elysée—he's right about
that."

"Well, what then?"

"Why, it complicates things very awkwardly. How can the
President receive, especially incognito, a King who is thought to
be an assassin … you don't know what might be made of it… .
This extraordinary Frederick-Christian takes advantage of his
impunity. He's had lots of time since the death of Susy to slip
quietly back to his own country… . That would have let us
out … instead of which he comes out in the limelight …
gets himself talked about … a nice time to choose, I must
say!"

M. Annion was interrupted by the entrance of a clerk who handed
him a visiting card.

"Who is it now?… Ah … show them in."

He then turned to M. Vicart:

"Don't go… . It may be something connected with the King."

The door was opened and the visitors announced:

"M. the Commissaire of Police Giraud—Mlle. Marie Pascal."

"Well, Monsieur Giraud … take a seat, Mademoiselle …
what have you come about?"

"A very serious business," answered M. Giraud. "I have come to
see you after a visit from Mlle. Marie Pascal. She will repeat to
you the extraordinary things she has said to me."

"What is it all about, Mademoiselle?"

Pale and anxious, Marie Pascal rose and advanced to M. Annion's
desk, and said, with a trembling voice:

"Monsieur, I went to M. Giraud about a call I wanted to make on
his Majesty Frederick-Christian, King of Hesse-Weimar."

"Yes?"

"Well, Monsieur, I was not received by the King."

M. Annion evinced no surprise.

"Unless I am mistaken you are the lace-maker who was so
tragically mixed up in the death of Susy d'Orsel?… It was you who
found the chemise … it was you who … however, go ahead,
Mademoiselle, you were received by a secretary, by a
chamberlain?"

"No! no! I was received by the King, but by a King who wasn't
the real one, but an impostor!"

"Good God!" cried M. Annion.

Here was this impostor affair cropping up again. The girl must
be crazy.

"But it's unbelievable! Come, Mademoiselle, weigh well the
gravity of your words—you can scarcely be making this up as a joke,
I hope. You can furnish absolute proof of what you say? Why do you
think the King is not the King?"

Marie Pascal had recovered her self-control, and she gave M.
Annion a detailed account of the audience she had obtained with
Frederick-Christian. She hid nothing, neither his former warmth of
feeling nor his recent coldness. She explained that his face no
longer looked the same, nor had his voice the same sound, that he
had attempted to hide behind the screen and finally that she was
quite sure the man she saw was not the King.

"What did you do, Mademoiselle?"

This time M. Giraud spoke up:

"Mlle. Marie was wrong in what she did, but under the stress of
emotion she raised the whole hotel and made such a row that M.
Louis advised her to come and see me."

"Very good, and then?"

"Why, M. Annion, I hurried to the Royal Palace and made an
investigation, where I confirmed what Mademoiselle had told me. I
then decided I had better lay the matter before you."

M. Annion sat deep in thought for a few moments. Then he burst
out:

"Hang it! Your accusation of imposture is absurd, Mademoiselle,
utterly impossible!" Then, turning to M. Vicart, he added:

"Haven't we the formal declaration, irrefutable, of that Secret
Service man … Glaschk… "

"Wulfenmimenglaschk."

"That's it!… Have you seen him, M. Giraud?"

"I have, but I couldn't get anything out of him; he was
three-quarters drunk, and furious with his Majesty who had just
struck him."

M. Annion stared in amazement.

"But Frederick-Christian was his friend—his intimate
friend … they were pals … and you say he struck him?"

Crossing quickly to the telephone, he called up:

"Hello! Are inspectors 42, 59 and 63 there? What? Then send them
up."

"You did well to come to me, M. Giraud; we must clear up this
business at any cost… . I've just sent for the three inspectors whom I detailed this
morning to watch his Majesty Frederick-Christian… ."

Then glancing at Marie Pascal:

"You'll hear what they have to say, Mademoiselle." A few minutes
later the three men entered the office.

"Well, what is new? You've been shadowing him?"

"Yes, Monsieur."

"Anything to report?"

"Nothing much, Monsieur, only in regard to the conduct of the
King. It seems that since this morning he has quite changed.
Frederick-Christian, instead of keeping himself shut up as of late,
now sees his friends again and has resumed his haughty manner and
his fault-finding with the servants."

"What friends has he seen?"

"A young attaché of the Embassy arrived immediately after
luncheon, and the director of his bank."

"And these men found nothing unusual?"

"No, chief, nothing at all."

M. Annion turned to Marie Pascal.

"You see, Mademoiselle, that is conclusive, isn't it? What
probably happened was that the King had a fit of nerves, due to the
death of his mistress, and then his return to his normal life
misled you… ."

Marie Pascal interrupted:

"No, Monsieur, no! Your inspectors are wrong! I who love him cannot be deceived! It is no
longer Frederick-Christian II who is at the Royal Palace, it is an
impostor! Besides, even if I could have been mistaken, he had no
reason for not recognizing me, of not seeming to understand what I
was saying."

The second inspector spoke up:

"Chief, I have something which will convince Mademoiselle that
she is mistaken. I was able to get hold of one of his Majesty's
collars which he had just worn. Its size is distinctly
characteristic, being 18 inches. Now it would be very easy to
verify the fact that the real King wears this size and also whether
it fits the supposed impostor. In any case, Monsieur, from
inquiries made among the hotel servants I find there can be no
doubt that Frederick-Christian is actually staying there, and that
his intimate friends have been received and have recognized
him."

M. Annion did not answer.

"This Marie Pascal is crazy," he thought, "or else she is up to
some game which I don't understand… the King is the King all right,
but, hang it all, that doesn't alter the fact that he is an
assassin."











Chapter 24
JUVE'S LIES


M. Annion had left the Ministry quite late the evening before in
a very bad humor. Not that he had any doubt about the deposition of
Marie Pascal. The report of his inspectors had settled that point,
supplemented by the visits to the King of the attaché and the
banker.

"That young girl of the sixth floor," he said to himself, "who
calls herself Marie Pascal, is either trying to hold up the
sovereign or else she is crazy. In either case the important thing
is to make her hold her tongue. Now there are two ways of doing
this, through menacing her or through bribing her. I'll apply the
first, and if that doesn't answer I'll try the second."

As to the King, while his identity had been proved, he was none
the less a murderer.

The question was whether to prevent the visit he wished to pay
to the President of the Republic or to bring it about.

M. Annion took the Rue des Saussaies at 7.30 and having reached
home, dined quickly while he read the evening paper. The news was
startling.

An article reserved in tone, but giving sufficient details,
announced the arrest of Fantômas, the mysterious criminal of the
Palace Royal of Glotzbourg, while attempting to steal the diamond
which constituted the private fortune of Prince Frederick-Christian
II.

"Good God!" cried M. Annion, "Fantômas arrested, the diamond
stolen, and Juve doesn't return or send any word!"

The director of the Secret Service felt himself entangled in a
network of intrigues which seemed impossible to unravel. He seemed
to be surrounded by an impenetrable mystery.

Fantômas! And now the name of Fantômas was associated with the
scandal brought about by Frederick-Christian!

M. Annion slept badly, haunted by a nightmare in which he was
constantly pursuing an extraordinary Fantômas, whom he would seize
and bind and who would then suddenly vanish into thin air. At eight
o'clock in the morning he appeared at his office. There a surprise
awaited him. Upon his desk lay a telegram. Rapidly tearing it open,
he glanced at the text.

"Ah!… Good God! Can it be true! Fantômas dead! Fantômas dead in
prison! I must be dreaming!"

While he was rereading the astonishing news, the door of his
office opened and Juve walked in.

"Juve!"

"Myself, Chief."

"Well!"

"Well," replied Juve, calmly, "I've had a pretty good trip."

Brandishing the telegram, M. Annion cried:

"Fantômas is dead!"

"Yes … Fantômas is dead."

"What have you found out?"

"Oh, a thing or two … rather interesting."

"And the diamond?"

"Stolen, Chief, disappeared."

"Stolen by Fantômas?"

"Yes, by Fantômas."

"It was you who arrested him?"

"Hum!—yes and no… . I was the cause of his arrest."

"And the murder of Susy d'Orsel?"

"It was committed by Fantômas."

"You are sure of that?"

"Certain, Chief."

M. Annion rose and paced up and down in great excitement.

"Now then, let's get the facts in the case, tell me in detail
what occurred at Hesse-Weimar."

Juve had had the foresight to prepare a report which would tell
enough to prove that the murderer of Susy d'Orsel was really
Fantômas, and thus clear the name of the King. He gave no hint,
however, that Fandor was still, as Juve thought, impersonating
Frederick-Christian, and made no mention of his own adventures. He
concluded by saying:

"In a word, we have now only to establish the guilt of Fantômas
and publish the story of his crime, to absolve the King in the eyes
of all … and that will mean the end of your troubles."

"That is true!" replied the director joyfully, "and I may add it
is entirely due to you, my dear Juve. Why, the other day, I was
actually on the point of arresting Frederick-Christian, which would
have been an unpardonable blunder."

"Really?"

"Yes. For since your departure, the identity of the King has
been established beyond dispute. Yesterday I learned that the
director of the bank had had an interview with him, and he also
received a visit from an intimate friend, an attaché of the
Embassy."

Juve heard these words with growing uneasiness. The King was
Fandor. How had Fandor managed the affair?

M. Annion continued:

"And what do you think happened yesterday afternoon? I received
a visit from a little idiot called Marie Pascal, who still insisted
on the imposture. She asserted that the King was no longer the
same."

Juve felt his head swimming.

Marie Pascal had paid one visit to Fandor, and now declared he
was no longer the same! So Fandor was not at the Royal Palace. Who
had taken his place?

The real King?

Was Fandor himself a victim?

"By the way," pursued M. Annion, oblivious of Juve's trouble,
"you didn't happen to learn any details concerning the King's
toilette at Glotzbourg?"

"No, why?"

"Oh, nothing of importance. I should like to have known whether
it was a fact that Frederick-Christian wore an 18-inch collar. It
would merely have been another proof."

The words literally stupefied the detective. If the man at the
Royal Palace wore 18-inch collars, he was certainly not Fandor, whose neck was very
slender. The journalist wore size 14-1/2.

 

One hour later—it was then half-past ten in the morning—Juve
arrived at the Royal Palace. He did not attempt to send up his card
to the King, but contented himself with gathering what information
he could from among his colleagues who were stationed about the
hotel.

"The deuce!" he cried, twenty minutes later. "It's true that
Frederick-Christian is really here. What has become of Fandor?
Well, I shall probably be able to get news of him at his own
apartment. What I have to do now is to recover the diamond and
catch Fantômas … if that is possible."











Chapter 25
"I WANT TO LIVE!"


During two days which passed like two centuries, Fandor had been
held prisoner in his dungeon where death awaited him.

"I am condemned to death," he exclaimed, "very good, then I will
wait for death."

But Fandor was of those who do not give up until the struggle is
over. Besides, he had his faithful revolver. He could end his life
at any moment and shorten the torture. He had found sufficient ham
to last for two meals, and when that had been eaten and the last
drop of water drunk he began to suffer the tortures of hunger and
thirst. And now, like a caged beast, he paced up and down his
prison. His mind went back to stories he had read, stories of
entombed miners, of explorers hemmed in by ice, of hunters caught
in traps, but in all these cases deliverance in one form or another
had come at last—the adventures ended happily.

"I want to live," he cried aloud, "I want to live!"

Suddenly a great calm descended upon him. His coolness and clear
judgment returned.

"To struggle! Yes—but how?"

At this moment the roar of the Nord-Sud shook his prison walls.
An idea took root in his mind.

Might it not be possible to burrow his way through the soil
directly to the tunnel! Examining the ground, he decided that it
would be simpler to tunnel his way like a mole, skirting the
concrete base of the statue and reaching the pavement beyond. It
would not be hard work to dislodge one of the paving stones and
reach the open air. No sooner was the plan conceived than he broke
several of the bottles until he obtained a piece of the thick glass
sufficiently jagged to form a trowel.

With this rough implement he then set to work, scooping up the
earth and piling it on one side of his cell. Patiently and
ceaselessly he continued, hour after hour, until suddenly the hiss
of escaping gas could be faintly heard.

"I'm done for this time," he cried in despair. "I shall be
asphyxiated!" But a gleam of hope quickly set him to work
again.

"Gas is lighter than air. It may percolate through the chinks of
the masonry. In any case I'd rather die that way than be starved to
death."

It was a race between the escaping gas and the tunnel.

Very soon Fandor began to feel a dizziness in his head, and the air became more difficult to
breathe; suddenly, he had the sensation of being enveloped in an
extraordinary blue flame, and then a loud report deafened him.

Fandor's prison, saturated with gas, had suddenly blown up!

The ground gave way beneath him: he was lying in the ruins.

Destiny had made a plaything of his efforts.











Chapter 26
THE ACCUSING WAISTCOAT


"As a matter of fact, Monsieur Juve, did not the celebrated
Vidocq before he was a detective begin life as a murderer?"

Wulf, book in hand and comfortably installed in a large
armchair, addressed the question to Juve, who answered in brief
monosyllables, without turning his head:

"That's true, Monsieur Wulf."

"And don't you think that every detective at one time or another
has a tendency toward crime, either as a thief or as an
assassin?"

"That I cannot say."

 

What a day Juve had passed! Events had succeeded each other with
such startling rapidity that the detective, in spite of his robust
physique, began at length to feel the strain. As a matter of fact
he had really had no rest since his tragic awakening in the
mortuary chapel at Glotzbourg. He had passed the following night in
the train without closing an eye. Upon his arrival he had been busy
without interruption until he found
himself, at ten o'clock at night, in his little apartment in the
Rue Bonaparte with the grotesque Wulf as companion. While the
latter was tranquilly reading the adventures of Vidocq, Juve was
absorbed in a strange task which occupied his entire attention.

He was minutely examining a queer-looking garment, a waistcoat
of very unusual cut. He turned to Wulf:

"Monsieur Wulf, you recognize this garment, don't you? There is
no doubt that it came from Jacob and Company, the Glotzbourg
tailors?"

Wulf nodded.

"No doubt whatever. I've had too much experience in such matters
to be mistaken… . Besides, the initials J. G. are on the
buttons."

"Yes, yes—Jacob of Glotzbourg."

Juve now examined the lining with a magnifying glass, muttering
the while:

"Ah, just as I expected!"

The pocket of the waistcoat had been distended by some large
object which had been forcibly introduced into it. The detective
quickly took some modeling clay and made it into certain dimensions
carefully measured, then with a stick he marked the surface of the
ball into facets, referring now and again to a book open before him. "Let's see," he exclaimed,
"the Hesse-Weimar diamond is two-thirds of a hen's egg in size, and
weighs 295 carats, that is to say, larger than the Koh-i-noor, the
famous Indian diamond, one of the crown jewels of England."

He now introduced his model into the pocket and found that it
fitted the hole exactly.

"There! What do you say to that!" he cried.

"Why, you're very clever, Monsieur Juve," replied Wulf, "but I
don't see how that helps. Even if you prove that the King's diamond
was kept for a certain time in the pocket of that waistcoat, still
you don't know to whom the waistcoat belongs, and that's the most
important point."

Juve, still engrossed in his examination, vouchsafed no reply,
and Wulf with folded arms stood contemplating him. Various problems
were engaging Juve's thoughts, whose day had been exceedingly
busy.

After being satisfied that Frederick-Christian was really back
again at the Royal Palace, the question arose as to what had become
of him after his disappearance. A hurried visit to Fandor's
lodgings disclosed the fact that the journalist, after a brief
absence, had returned home for an hour and had then disappeared
again.

"Upon my word," he thought, "he might at least have sent me some word. He must know how
anxious I would be about him."

From Fandor's house Juve had gone direct to Susy d'Orsel's
apartment. It was a theory of his that a good detective could never
visit too often the scene of a crime. Mechanically he went through
the various rooms until he reached the kitchen.

"I have a feeling that something happened here," he muttered,
"but what?"

A close examination of the floor showed distinct traces of feet
in some fine coal dust. These traces proved to be those of a
woman's shoes, small, elegant and well made. They could not
possibly belong to Mother Citron nor to Susy d'Orsel, who, he
recalled, had worn satin mules on the night of the murder. The
person who immediately presented herself to Juve's mind was Marie
Pascal.

"The deuce!" he cried, "this becomes complicated. This coal dust
and these imprints were not here a few days ago, therefore some one
has been here since and has evidently been at pains to lay a false
trail!"

With the intention of examining the servants' staircase again,
he let himself out with a pass-key and began the descent. But so
absorbed was he in his thoughts that unconsciously he went down one
flight too many and found himself in the cellar of the
building.Juve, following his custom of never
neglecting to search even the most unsuspicious places, lit his
electric light and examined the room he had entered.

On either side of the cellar were ranged a number of doors, all
securely padlocked. These were evidently the private cellars of the
tenants. As he threw his light on the floor, he could not repress a
movement of surprise. Dropping on all fours, he began a close
examination of the ground.

"Now I begin to see daylight. For some time I have had the
conviction that Frederick-Christian, upon leaving Fandor made his
escape by the servants' staircase, and thus left the house. But I
could not understand why he had not returned to his hotel. My
conclusion was wrong. Frederick-Christian, like myself, came down a
flight too many and found himself, as I have, in this cellar.
Evidently a scoundrel was waiting for him here. The trampled
ground, the shreds of silk torn from a high hat, all indicate
clearly the struggle which took place. But the King, being drunk,
was easily overpowered and bound. That is the reason he did not
reach his hotel."

One difficulty still troubled the detective. It had been shown
that on the night of December 31st, the third person, otherwise the
King, whom Fandor declared to be in the apartment, had been unable
to escape by the back stairs, since the
door was locked and bolted. Then it came into Juve's mind that the
maid Justine in giving testimony had become embarrassed and finally
had admitted that the key having been lost, she had neglected to
lock the door. This cleared up the dubious point and established in
Juve's mind the complete explanation of what happened.

Fantômas, after killing Susy d'Orsel, had lurked on the stairs
until the King left the apartment. Then, locking the door, he had
hurried after his victim and caught him at the moment he reached
the cellar.

The detective's next move was to break into the apartment of the
Marquis de Sérac. By the aid of a ladder which he found in a
corner, he climbed up and broke a windowpane and thus made his
entrance. At first nothing in the apartment seemed worthy of
suspicion. The rooms were elegant but commonplace. The bureaus and
wardrobes were locked, and gave out a hollow sound when rapped
upon. As he did not have his burglar's equipment with him, Juve
decided to come back later and investigate. He was on the point of
leaving when his foot caught in a garment, which he found to be a
waistcoat. He gave vent to an exclamation of surprise as he picked
it up and folding it into a bundle hid it under his overcoat. The
Marquis de Sérac had been under his suspicion for some time; now that suspicion was in a fair
way to become a certainty. Were the Marquis and Fantômas one and
the same?

Juve was inclined to answer in the affirmative… .

 

The next step was to invite Wulf to dine with him, to show him
the waistcoat and prove beyond doubt that it had been made by a
tailor of Glotzbourg.

Juve's opinion had now become a solid conviction. Fantômas had
worn the garment, and had carried the diamond in the pocket of the
waistcoat he found in the Marquis de Sérac's apartment. Hence the
Marquis de Sérac was Fantômas.











Chapter 27
THE EXPLOSION OF THE NORD-SUD


The Empire clock on Juve's desk struck half-past eleven. The
detective, having gone over in his mind the course of events just
narrated, rose abruptly and tapped Wulf on the shoulder.

"Monsieur Wulf, if you are to remain here you are very welcome
to do so; as for me, I'm going out."

Wulf, wakened out of a doze, sat up and stared at Juve, an
expression of dawning suspicion in his eyes.

"Where are you going?" he inquired.

Juve, absorbed in his thoughts, did not remark the strange
behavior of his colleague. He had settled on a plan of action,
which was simply to arrest the Marquis de Sérac.

"Oh, I'm just going … for a walk."

"All right, get your hat."

A few moments later the two men hailed a taxi and drove to 247
Rue de Monceau.

During the trip Juve pumped Wulf about his relations with
Fandor, and it appeared that the latter had pursued the policy of
making Wulf drunk upon every occasion. Doubtless, the detective
reasoned, it was thus that Fandor was
enabled to escape for an hour, during which time the substitution
had been effected. Wulf explained how he had found the King near
the fountains in the Place de la Concorde, and Juve realized that
in some way or other the King and the fountains were mysteriously
connected.

In his turn, Wulf plied Juve with questions as to what he had
done during his stay at Glotzbourg.

What sort of welcome had he received from M. Heberlauf?

How had the arrest of Fantômas been effected?

How had the monster died?

The detective, naturally, had no intention of enlightening Wulf
as to the truth.

He therefore answered in monosyllables, annoyed by the turn the
conversation had taken. In fact, as the questions became more
pressing, it flashed through Juve's mind that the stupid officer
was actually beginning to suspect him of being Fantômas. As the
taxi neared its destination Juve suddenly put his head out of the
window and cried with an oath to the chauffeur:

"Follow that automobile which is just starting and don't lose
sight of it!"

Wulf turned inquiringly:

"It's the Marquis de Sérac."

"Well, what of it?"

"Why, is he the man we are after?" Then turning again to the
chauffeur:

"Have you plenty of gasoline?"

"Enough to run a hundred miles, Monsieur."

The chase began at the Boulevard de Courcelles, continued
through the Place de l'Etoile and the Avenue de la Grande Armée.
The two taxis, of the same horsepower, kept an equal pace, but the
Marquis de Sérac's chauffeur seemed the smarter man. At any rate,
he was the more daring. He dodged in and out of the traffic and
began to gain on his pursuers.

"He's taking us to the Bois," growled Juve, as they made a turn
to the left after passing the fortifications, before the Barrière
de Neuilly. The pace increased in the back streets and then,
suddenly, the taxi of the Marquis de Sérac disappeared!

It had turned sharply down a narrow street.

At the risk of his neck, the detective sprang out of his taxi
and rushed round the corner, just in time to hear a door bang
to.

Wulf now joined him.

"We have wasted our time, my dear Juve. The taxi we have been
following was empty. It made a circuit and passed me just now."

"Just what I expected!" cried Juve, "our man got out of
it … he is still here."

Juve took out his revolver, and then an exclamation of surprise
escaped his lips. Fifty yards away, a figure appeared, vague and
dressed in white.

"What the devil does that mean? I've been following the Marquis
de Sérac, of that I'm sure, and now I find this other one." Then
turning to Wulf, he gripped him by the arm. "You see that
individual, well, he is the Primitive Man Ouaouaoua."

 

Taking the utmost precaution, Juve and Wulf followed the
enigmatic Ouaouaoua for over an hour. The singular meeting had
given the detective food for thought. This man had figured
prominently at the ceremony of the Singing Fountains; again, he had
been foremost in the demonstration of the mob against the King
outside the Royal Palace. It was now that a suspicion came to
Juve's mind, that this venerable beard and white woollen robe
concealed the person of the Marquis de Sérac.

"Whatever happens," he muttered, "I must get to the bottom of
this. While it would be quite easy to bring him down with a shot
from my revolver, yet, once dead, I could get no information from
him."

They arrived at the corner of the Boulevard Malesherbes and the
Avenue de Villiers, and Juve's excitement grew, for he knew that
not far away was the America Hotel, where
Lady Beltham had put up under the name of the Grand Duchess
Alexandra. Ah! If it were possible to connect the Primitive Man
with her! In that case he would not hesitate to arrest them both,
although he suspected that Fantômas's mistress would be more ready
to give him up than to shield him.

But Ouaouaoua brusquely made a right-about face and headed
toward the Boulevard des Batignolles.

"Are we going to keep this up much longer?" inquired Wulf, who
by this time was breathless and weary.

"You can go if you like," growled Juve without turning his head.
In his intense absorption, Juve failed to notice the menacing and
ironical look the officer directed at him.

Ouaouaoua now turned down the Rue Notre-Dame-de-Lorette
hastening his speed. The two men had some difficulty in keeping up
with him. Suddenly he disappeared at the corner of the Rue Saint
Lazare and the Rue Lamartine. Juve sprang forward just in time to
see the white draped figure vanish down the stairs leading to the
underground Station of the Nord-Sud.

The Station was lighted and the ticket windows open. The
morning's traffic had begun.

"Have you just seen a queerly dressed man?" he asked one of the
porters.

"He has just bought his ticket, Monsieur."

Juve flung down a coin, seized two coupons and without waiting
for the change hurried onto the platform. The first morning train
was waiting, due to start in five minutes. A quick search through
the carriages disclosed the object of Juve's search. He was
standing in the first carriage by the door of the driver's
compartment. While Juve eyed him eagerly, the Primitive Man in turn
was watching the detective.

The conductors and employés were standing gossiping by the
ticket office, and the station was almost deserted at this early
morning hour.

Juve remained on the platform with Wulf. As a preliminary to
making his arrest, he took out his revolver, and held it in the
palm of his hand. Suddenly he gave a yell and sprang forward.
Ouaouaoua, taking advantage of the engine driver's absence, had
entered his compartment and pulled the levers.

In a moment the train was under way. As Juve made a jump on
board, Wulf tried to restrain him, and in the scuffle knocked the
revolver out of the detective's hand. To the consternation of the
train's crew left behind in the station, the train was now gathering speed. Their shouts in turn alarmed
the few passengers, who regarded the precipitate entrance of Juve
in amazement. Finally a cry from the powerful lungs of Wulf was
heard above all the other noises. A name shouted in terror:

"Fantômas!"

A rush was instantly made to seize the fool or the madman who
had started the train, but a revolver shot quickly drove back the
passengers and Juve, furious with the imbecile Wulf for having
disarmed him, was obliged to take cover with the others.

The train passed through the Station de la Trinité, shot through
Saint Lazare without heed to signal and tore along at headlong
speed. And then, in a moment, the train was plunged into total
darkness and a cry of rage escaped from the Primitive Man. The
detective understood in a flash.

The Nord-Sud had had the happy idea of cutting off the power,
and Juve noticed that this occurred just as the train had passed
the Station de la Concorde and entered the tube beyond. Ah! this
time the Primitive Man was in a tight corner. His revolver would be
less dangerous in the darkness.

Juve rose carefully, prepared to advance, when a spark was seen,
succeeded by a terrific explosion. A shower of matter fell upon the
train, shattering the windows and
throwing the passengers pell-mell upon each other.

Then … silence… .

 

The red lights of torches gradually lighted up the tunnel in
which the tragic accident, still unaccounted for, had occurred.
Juve, unconscious for ten minutes, came to his senses and realized
with a sense of relief that he was unhurt, and that the men
directing the rescue were the Paris firemen. Many persons had been
wounded, but by an apparent miracle not one had been killed.

The Primitive Man had disappeared.

Juve, in quest of clues which might lead to the discovery of the
explosion, climbed upon the train to where an immense hole in the
roof of the tube had showered down bits of asphalt and broken
earth. He noticed quickly that communication had been opened with
the Place de la Concorde. By dint of hoisting and scrambling he
succeeded at length in gaining the surface of the ground.

Vague groanings came from the mass of stones piled not far away.
As he approached these noises, they became more distinct. Finally,
he discovered the body of a man wedged between two large blocks and
covered with a piece of gas-pipe.

The body was begrimed with soot and mud. Juve, after hauling his
burden to the open air, where he was greeted with cheers by the
crowd, dipped his handkerchief in the water from the fountain and
wiped the man's face. Suddenly, he dropped to his knees with a
cry:

"Fandor! It's Fandor!"











Chapter 28
INNOCENT OR GUILTY?


Juve and Doctor Gast were talking in low tones in the
dining-room adjoining the bedroom. Their patient, Fandor, had just
wakened and had cried out:

"I'm dying of hunger!"

It was about nine o'clock in the morning. After rescuing his
friend Fandor from his perilous situation, he had taken the
unfortunate journalist to his own home in Rue Richer and called in
a physician of the quarter, Doctor Gast. An examination of the
patient showed that he had received no serious injury, merely some
abrasions and one or two burns.

As Juve and the Doctor answered his call for food, Fandor sat up
and without surprise or question repeated his cry:

"I'm dying of hunger. Hurry up and give me something to
eat."

The Doctor took his pulse, then suggested:

"Something light won't hurt him, say, a slice of ham."

A formidable oath was the reply:

"No, thanks!… anything you like, but not ham."

"All right … a chicken wing instead."

This seemed to satisfy Fandor, who added:

"While I'm awful hungry, don't forget that I'm just as
thirsty!"

"Well, Doctor?"

"Well, Monsieur, I find everything going well. Our patient has
had a good meal and is now sleeping peacefully. By to-morrow, M.
Fandor will be all right again. It was, however, about time he got
food, for in my judgment he pretty nearly died of hunger."

"That's what I can't understand."

"When you went back just now to the scene of the accident,
didn't you learn any of the details?"

Juve answered evasively:

"Nothing to speak of, Doctor, merely that the wounds of the
passengers are not serious. As to the cause of the explosion, I
have a notion that it may have been due to an escape of gas. I
noticed a strong odor of it about. Probably a spark set it
off."

The doctor now took his leave, and no sooner was he well out of
the door when a joyful whistle came from the sick man's room. Juve
could not restrain an exclamation of surprise as he looked into the
bedroom. Fandor was already partly dressed and in the act of lacing
up his boots.

"You are crazy to get up in your condition!"

"Hang my condition, I feel as strong as a horse and as hungry as
a bear."

Juve laughed.

"Oh, if that's the way you feel there's nothing more to be
said."

After a second breakfast, Fandor turned to his friend:

"Now, then, Juve, let's hear where you've been!"

For two hours each in turn narrated their adventures of the past
days, and by combining their experiences, they arrived at a clear
view of the situation. One question was answered beyond doubt. The
hand of Fantômas was everywhere apparent. His carefully laid plan
to get possession of the King's diamond unquestionably involved the
arrest of the King by the French authorities for the murder of his
mistress.

It was now their difficult task, first to recover the jewel and
then capture the bandit. Two points still remained to be cleared
up. What rôle had Marie Pascal played in the affair? Was she
innocent or an accomplice? And had Lady Beltham intended to save
Juve or had she intended to save Fantômas?

It was finally arranged that Juve should go to the America Hotel
and call on the pseudo Grand Duchess Alexandra, and that Fandor
should see Marie Pascal. They were about
to put this project into execution when a loud knocking at the door
startled them.

Fandor sprang forward, but the detective quickly thrust him into
the bedroom, and opened the door himself.

"You here, Wulf!"

"As you see."

The absurd officer marched into the apartment with an air of
great satisfaction.

"Well, Monsieur Juve, and what do you think of my detective
instinct?"

"I don't understand."

"Ah, you thought you'd got rid of me at the Sud-Nord Station,
didn't you, but I fooled you. I arrived at the scene of the
explosion at the precise moment you were giving an address to the
chauffeur and carrying away a body."

"A body … in pretty good health!"

"Furthermore, I came across some one you were looking for, I
think."

"Fantômas?"

"No, not Fantômas, but the Primitive Man, generally called
Ouaouaoua."

"And you let him go?"

"Oh, I let him go all right, but not before he gave me his
address."

Juve smiled grimly.

"A nice mess you've made of it!"

Wulf continued with an air of great importance:

"I can tell you something else, the King returns to Glotzbourg
to-night, but before he goes we shall have the guilty person
arrested."

A slight noise made Wulf turn his head and then give a loud
cry.

Fandor had entered the room.

"Good God! Who is that?… the King?… No, it's not the King …
help! help!"

Wulf cast frightened glances to right and left and then made a
dive for the door, slamming it behind him as he rushed out:

"I knew he was a fool," exclaimed Juve, "but I didn't know he
was crazy besides. And to think he had Fantômas in his hands and
let him go!"

The two men now reverted to their interrupted project and
decided to pay their respective visits to Marie Pascal and Lady
Beltham.

 

"Mam'zelle Marie! Mam'zelle Marie! Come in and rest a bit!"

The pretty lace-maker was passing the office of the concièrge,
the so-called Mother Citron. The young girl accepted the invitation
and sat down, heaving a deep sigh. It was
only ten in the morning but her red eyes and her face showed signs
of having passed a bad night.

"You mustn't work so hard!" exclaimed the concièrge.

"Oh, it isn't my work; that rests me, it helps me to forget… . I
have so many troubles."

"Tell me all about them."

By degrees and through her tears, Marie confided all that had
happened to her since the night of the murder. The avowal of love
she had made to the King and the unforgettable hour she had passed
in his company; then the police inquiries, suspicions, and the fact
that they were continually following her.

 

"Ah, if only I had some one to turn to. I've thought of going to
see this detective the King spoke of, M. Juve."

As Marie Pascal pronounced that name, an expression of sinister
joy came into the eyes of Mother Citron:

"That's a good idea," she exclaimed.

Marie hesitated:

"I would never dare go to see him alone."

"Marie Pascal, you know how fond of you I am, and as sure as I'm
called Mother Citron, I'll prove what I
say. In a couple of minutes I'll put on my hat with the flowers and
leave my workwoman in charge here. Then I'll take you myself to
this M. Juve… if you're afraid of him, I'm not!"











Chapter 29
COMPROMISING DISCOVERIES


Fandor, smoking a good cigar, walked to the Rue Monceau, taking
deep breaths of the fresh air, looking up with delight at the blue
sky. After his imprisonment and slow torture he experienced an
extraordinary joy in living and in his freedom.

When he reached the house he found the concièrge's office empty.
He called out several times.

"I'm the concièrge, what is it you want?" a voice answered
behind him.

Fandor turned sharply:

"Ah, there you are, Madame, I didn't see you."

It would have surprised the journalist had he known that the
extraordinary Mme. Citron a moment before had been comfortably
installed in the Marquis de Sérac's apartment, and that hearing
herself called, she had slid down her communicating post to answer
the summons. Still further was he from imagining that the Marquis
de Sérac and Mme. Citron were one and the same person.

"Well, now that I'm here, what is it you want?"

Madame Citron recognized Fandor. But she recognized him as being
some one he was not. She had, indeed, only seen him for a few moments immediately
after the murder of Susy d'Orsel.

"I want to see Mlle. Marie Pascal. She lives here, doesn't
she?"

"Yes, Monsieur, but … "

"Is she at home?"

"What is it about?"

Fandor answered casually:

"I have an order to give her."

"Then, if Monsieur will leave it with me… "

"Why? Isn't Mlle. Marie Pascal here?"

"No, Monsieur."

"Will she be long away?"

"I'm afraid she will."

"All right, I'll come back about six o'clock. I must see her
personally, I have a number of details to explain."

Mme. Ceiron shook her head.

"I don't think you'll find her."

"Why not?"

"Well, she's in the country."

"Will she be away for several days?"

"I expect so."

Fandor decided to burn his bridges.

"Look here, it's not about an order; I'm sent here by Juve, you
know him?"

"The detective?"

"Yes, Madame, the detective."

Madame Ceiron appeared to be very disturbed.

"Oh! I shall get jaundice from all this bother. I can't even
sleep in peace. It'll end in them suspecting me, I know it
will."

"No, no, Madame, I assure you… ."

"After all, I'd rather tell you the exact truth, then you can't
complain of me. You see, it's this way: Yesterday the little girl
came and said to me, 'Madame Ceiron, I'm so upset and unhappy, and
I'm bothered to death with questions, too, and then, this King who
isn't a King … I've a good mind to pack my trunk and go away.'
So I said to her, if that's the case, go by all means—she had paid
a quarter's advance—and when you are ready just come back—and
that's all there is to it, Monsieur."

"You have no idea where she went, Mme. Ceiron?"

"Well, I heard her tell the cab-driver to take her to the
Montparnasse Station."

"Do you know if she has any friends or relations in the
country?"

"Ah!—that's a good idea, Monsieur, now I come to think of it,
she always went on her holidays from the same station, probably to
visit some of her family, but where they live I haven't the least
idea."

Fandor had an inspiration.

"Maybe she has received letters which will tell us! Have you the
key of her room?"

"Yes, I have the key; would you like to go up?"

"Of course!—I must make a search through her belongings."

 

Jerome Fandor felt strangely agitated in entering the simple
room of the young lace-maker. It has been frequently said that the
souls of people can be divined from the atmosphere of their homes,
and if this is true, the journalist was surely not mistaken when at
the Royal Palace he had experienced a rather warm feeling for Marie
Pascal.

The room showed no sign of precipitate abandonment, nor any
preparation for a long absence. Her work-basket and cushions were
all in place, and one would have expected her return at any moment.
But alas! Fandor could harbor no illusion regarding her. Her flight
was evidently to escape a probable arrest by Juve. A minute
inspection of Marie's papers disclosed nothing of importance; but
upon opening the last drawer in her desk he found, hidden under
envelopes and letter paper, a number of small objects.

"Ah! the devil!" he exclaimed.

The objects were jewels, brooches, rings, earrings and also a large key, evidently of an
apartment door. One glance at the jewels was enough. Fandor had
seen and admired them upon the person of Susy d'Orsel during the
supper which preceded her tragic death.

"My God! there's no doubt now," he muttered, "Marie Pascal is
the accomplice of Fantômas."

And then the journalist decided upon a theory to account for her
having left the jewels behind. She had probably arranged to have
them found among somebody else's things and thus to throw suspicion
from herself, just as she had attempted to leave the famous chemise
in the Marquis de Sérac's laundry.

"What will Juve say to this? I must see him right away!"

He turned to the concièrge:

"Madame Ceiron, I realize our search here will be without
result, so I will leave you now and probably return about ten
to-night with my friend Juve."

"Very good, Monsieur. You found nothing, I suppose?"

"Nothing at all," declared Fandor.

While Fandor was going downstairs the pseudo Mme. Ceiron made a
grimace.

"He's found nothing, hasn't he? And yet he's turned over
everything I left in that drawer! He's not so clever as Juve,
although he isn't a fool… . After all, I
don't care, I've got them both where I want them."

Jerome Fandor shouted an address to his driver:

"Rue Bonaparte, and if you hurry there's a good tip waiting for
you."











Chapter 30
SHADOWED


An unusual cold had continued for nearly a week, and the ice
fête organized by the skating club upon the upper lake in the Bois
de Boulogne had been announced for this particular day. This fête
had been already frequently postponed on account of the weather. It
had become a joke among Parisians to receive an invitation for a
date which was invariably followed by a period of thaw, turning the
lake into ice water and mud.

And now the afternoon of this January day, which began with the
explosion in the Sud-Nord tunnel, had been finally decided upon.
The clear atmosphere and severe cold promised no further
disappointment. The fête was to be given in aid of the poor of the
town and the admission fee was put at a high figure for the purpose
of drawing a fashionable crowd and keeping out the mob. Vehicles of
all kinds drew up and were parked by the shore of the lake, giving
the place the appearance of a fashionable reception.

M. Fouquet-Legendre, President of the Committee, stood chatting
with the Marquis de Sérac, and both men
cast frequent glances in the direction of the town.

"You are sure he will come?" M. Fouquet-Legendre inquired for
the twentieth time.

"You may rely upon it, His Majesty himself promised to honor
with his presence the reunion organized by your Committee."

M. Fouquet-Legendre moved away to superintend the preparation of
a lunch table containing sandwiches, cakes and champagne. The
Marquis de Sérac sauntered among the crowd, exchanging bows and
handshakes with his numerous friends.

To see this elegant old gentleman, jovial, smiling, without an
apparent trouble in the world, it would be hard to imagine that he
was the formidable and elusive Fantômas.

 

The arrival of a superb limousine aroused the curiosity of the
crowd. A distinguished-looking man, wearing a striking cloak and a
cap of astrakhan, stepped out of it.

It was King Frederick-Christian II. The worthy president
immediately suggested a glass of champagne, but the King made it
quickly known that he had come to skate, and desired to remain
officially incognito.

Frederick-Christian had regained his popularity in the eyes of
the Parisians. The suspicion of murdering his mistress which had attached to him had
gradually given way to the belief that he was innocent, and the
real perpetrator of the crime was now supposed by the public to be
Fantômas.

 

The King proved himself to be an expert skater, and under the
respectful gaze of the crowd, described graceful curves and
difficult figures upon the ice. At length the attention of the King
was drawn to a woman, who, equally clever, seemed to be amusing
herself with copying his evolutions. The figure of this woman
seemed not unfamiliar to him, and he finally set himself to follow
her, increasing his speed, until the two brought up face to face.
Involuntarily a name escaped his lips:

"The Grand Duchess Alexandra! You here, Madame!"

He could not forget that this woman, with all her seductive
charm, was actually a redoubtable adversary of his dynasty. The
pseudo Grand Duchess, however, manœuvred skilfully, affecting such
a timid and embarrassed air that by degrees the King's severity
melted under her charm. She seemed a little tired and out of breath
from the chase, and when she glanced round in search of support, he
could scarcely do less as a gallant man than offer her his
arm.

Profiting by this chance, the adventuress adroitly whispered her
regrets at the unjust scandal and calumny which had coupled her
name with that of Prince Gudulfin.

"Sire," she finally murmured, "give me the opportunity of
proving my devotion."

The two, separated from the others, slowly skated away together.
Suddenly the King stopped short; he realized he had listened with
close attention to the confidences of the troubling person he still
took for the Grand Duchess.

What had she been saying to him?

 

A few minutes later Frederick-Christian, deciding it was time to
return to his Hotel, skated toward the bank. The Grand Duchess made
a deep curtsey and ended her conversation with these words:

"Sire, may I beg your forgiveness for one of your
subordinates?"

"It is granted, Madame … if what you tell me comes true…
."

"Your Majesty will permit me to be present at the Gare du Nord
when you leave this evening."

 

A taxi arrived at the lake. Juve sprang out of it.

The detective bit his lip and swore upon seeing a superb limousine in which he saw seated
Frederick-Christian and the Marquis de Sérac.

"Too late again!" he muttered. "I miss Lady Beltham at the
America Hotel; I miss the King at the skating. At least, let me
make sure that the so-called Grand Duchess is still here."

A thorough search on the ice and among the crowd on shore failed
to discover the lady, who had doubtless left at the same time as
the King. While skating from group to group Juve was brought up by
a conversation in low tones between M. Annion and M. Lepine. Hiding
behind a tree, he listened attentively.

"Well, you know the last news?"

"Yes," declared M. Annion, "but it seems very
extraordinary."

"There is no doubt, however, this Grand Duchess Alexandra should
be well posted … now. She has formally promised the King that
his diamond will be found in the possession of our man … who
will be under arrest this evening… ."

"You believe that?" questioned M. Lepine, with a skeptical
smile.

"Well, I believe in the arrest—that is certain; but whether we
shall find the diamond is another matter."

Juve's first impulse was to make himself known to his chief; but
on second thoughts he decided to keep silent. He had gathered from the conversation
that the arrest of Fantômas was imminent. That, of course, was
satisfactory in every respect.

The conversation continued and, as he listened, Juve could not
help smiling.

"They are all right! They realize the work I've done and they
want me to reap the reward of it."

M. Lepine had, in fact, asked M. Annion:

"You are quite sure Juve will be at the Gare du Nord this
evening?"

"Quite sure; I have given him orders to that effect."

Juve decided it was not worth while going home to get the order.
Evidently they counted upon him to be at the Station at nine
o'clock; ostensibly to assist at the departure of the King, in
reality to arrest Fantômas.

The detective moved away, there was not a moment to spare.
Whatever happened it was absolutely necessary that he should have
an interview with Lady Beltham.

In her small oriental salon, the Grand Duchess Alexandra sat
chatting with Wulf, about five o'clock in the evening.

"Really, Monsieur Wulf, you are an extraordinary man, and your
intelligence is amazing."

"Madame is too indulgent," replied Wulf, beaming.

"Oh no, I am only fair to you; I know you are a man of value and
that is why I have been at pains to re-establish you in the good
graces of your sovereign."

Since her return to the America Hotel, Alexandra had been
exceedingly busy. To begin with, she had received a visit from her
lover, the Marquis de Sérac. A long conversation in low tones had
taken place, and the Marquis had left her, nervous and agitated.
The adventuress had then put on a smiling face to meet the
ridiculous Wulf, and after some mysterious and complicated business
with him had been transacted, she had ended by loading the officer
with outrageous compliments and saying:

"And now, thanks to you, Monsieur Wulf, the elusive Fantômas is
about to be arrested. Be assured the King will give you the very
highest proof of his gratitude for this service. Your position at
the Court of Hesse-Weimar will be more important than ever."

 

Night had fallen and the lamps of the Paris streets were lit
up.

At the corner of the Boulevard Malesherbes and the Avenue de
Villiers, not far from the door of the America Hotel, a man was
seated on a bench; he seemed to be merely
resting; but in reality he was closely watching each individual who
entered and left the Hotel.

This man was Juve.

He began rubbing his hands with a satisfied air.

"Good, good! The evening is beginning well… . There is one
important thing for me to do now; shadow Lady Beltham, and not lose
sight of her for a single moment, from the time she leaves this
Hotel until… ."











Chapter 31
THE DEATH WATCH


In her ears an incessant buzzing. On her throat a weight which
stifled her. In her mouth a gag which obstructed her breathing and
tore her lips. Over her eyes a heavy bandage. Her arms were bound
at the wrists, her body was bruised by heavy thongs, and her ankles
bleeding from the pressure of cords.

Marie Pascal was gradually regaining consciousness. She tried to
make a movement, but her body could not respond; she wanted to cry
out, but her voice died away in her throat. At first she thought it
was all a nightmare, then memory returned and she recalled every
detail of her strange and sinister adventure.

She saw herself starting with Mme. Ceiron to call on Juve. The
concièrge had said:

"Don't worry, my dear, I know the way. Monsieur Juve gave me his
address."

At length, after a long walk, Mme. Ceiron made her climb the
stairs of a decent looking house. On the way up she remembered feeling faint and that
the concièrge had given her salts to smell. Following that came
complete unconsciousness, out of which she woke to hear a grim
menacing voice exclaim:

"I am Fantômas! I condemn you to death in the interest of my
cause!"

She was in the hands of Fantômas!

And then she fainted again, but not until after a flood of light
had been let into her mind. In a flash she understood that Fantômas
himself must have been the mainspring of the incomprehensible
events enveloping the King's visit to Paris. Furthermore, she
divined that Mme. Ceiron and Fantômas were the same person. It was
she who offered the salts, undoubtedly inducing her
unconsciousness. The sound of a steady tic-tac she recognized as
coming from a nearby clock. Where was she?

Was she really in Juve's apartment?

With a supreme effort she succeeded in turning her head a
little, and in the movement the bandage over her eyes became
loosened and fell off. She could see at last!

She found herself bound to a large sofa placed in the middle of
a well-furnished room. Before her was placed a monstrous and
sinister thing—the menacing barrel of a
revolver. Its trigger was bound by a number of strings, each one
ending in a nail. These were embedded in lighted wax candles, and
from the nails hung a counter-weight.

It was not difficult to guess its purport.

When the candles burned down to the nails, these would become
detached, releasing the counter-weights and automatically
discharging the revolver aimed straight at her body. Fantômas had
no need to return. His infernal cunning had found a means to kill
her in his absence.

Marie Pascal calculated that the candles would burn for not more
than an hour—an hour and a half at most. The unfortunate girl now
began to undergo the agony of waiting for her approaching end. It
seemed to her that the candles had been piously lighted for some
death watch. When the wax had melted near the first nails, she
closed her eyes and a deep sigh of horror escaped from her
lips.

"Pity! Pity!"

Suddenly, Jerome Fandor burst into the chamber, anxious to tell
his friend Juve about the objects he had found in Marie Pascal's
room. Scarcely had he opened the door than he started back in
amazement, white as a sheet. Ah! the horrible spectacle of the
young girl lying motionless, as though dead, she, who in spite of everything, he still found
charming. Then realizing the situation, he sprang forward, put out
the candles and removed the revolver.

"Saved! You are saved!"

With infinite precautions he untied the ropes and placed Marie's
head upon some cushions. She opened her eyes slowly and
murmured:

"Where am I? Help! Fantômas!"

Fandor endeavored to reassure her.

"Don't be frightened! Fantômas isn't here; you are saved… . It
is I … Jerome Fandor."

 

Marie Pascal was seated in an armchair, still very pale, but
with courage regained.

"Now, Mademoiselle," exclaimed the journalist, "I beg you to
tell me everything… . I promise I won't give you up … time is
precious and if your accomplice had tried to get rid of you, it is
only natural; you are dangerous for him… . Marie Pascal, I implore
you to tell me the truth! Tell me, who is Fantômas?"

The young girl listened to these words with growing
amazement.

"The accomplice of Fantômas, I!… What are you saying, Monsieur?…
Sire!"

Jerome Fandor interrupted.

"Now don't deny it! Look here, I'll tell you the truth. I am not
the King."

"You are not… ."

"No, but I haven't time to explain that now… you must help me to
capture this criminal … and I give you my word you will not be
involved yourself."

"But I am not the accomplice of Fantômas!"

"Then why did you steal those jewels? Why have you the key of
Susy d'Orsel's apartment in your possession?"

Marie's face expressed such bewilderment as Fandor asked the
question that he could no longer doubt her innocence.

"Then, for the love of heaven, tell me all you know!"

Marie Pascal told a lengthy story. She recounted in detail the
rôle she had played in the tragic affair of the Rue Monceau and
ended by exclaiming:

"What you don't know is that Mme. Ceiron is in reality Fantômas.
Under this disguise he has tried to assassinate me; he assured you
that I had gone to the country, so that rescue would have been
impossible."

"Ah, Fantômas!" cried Fandor at the end of the recital, "your
hour has come! In an hour at most you will begin the expiation of
your crimes!"

As the young girl looked doubtfully at him, he added:

"It's time, Marie Pascal! Come with me and see him
arrested!"











Chapter 32
THE ARREST OF FANTÔMAS


"Good evening, Monsieur Caldoni, so you are starting soon?"

"Yes, Monsieur Vicart, it's customary and also my duty, every
time a sovereign, a crowned head, takes the train… "

"You stick as close to him as possible until he has reached the
frontier. Well, I'm not sorry to see you here," continued Vicart,
"for now my job is over."

"And mine just beginning, worse luck."

"Oh! you have only a few hours of it; you travel luxuriously in
a special train… "

"One gets tired of that pretty soon. Last week I took the
Dowager Queen of Italy to Menton; then jumped to the Spanish
frontier to pick up the King of Spain; now it's the King of
Hesse-Weimar—to-morrow, who knows?"

The station was decorated gaily in honor of the departing
Frederick-Christian. In a private room, a number of the guests,
especially invited, were waiting the arrival of the Sovereign.

While M. Vicart, in company with a special agent, made a rapid examination of the station and
satisfied himself that all preparations had been thoroughly carried
out, M. Caldoni was talking to the station-master.

"The King's special train is to start exactly at 10.17, that is
to say, it will follow, at an interval of 10 minutes number
322."

"The 322 is the Cologne express, isn't it?" inquired M.
Caldoni.

"Yes, the Cologne express."

 

In the meantime a vast crowd of the curious who had learned of
the departure of the King by the evening papers, filled the
waiting-rooms and platforms. Journalists were grouped apart and the
invited guests included numerous persons of quality. Among them was
Baron Weil, member of the Council of Administration, and delegated
to represent it at the ceremony of departure. Lieutenant Colonel
Bonnival was also there to represent the State. At the station
entrance, M. Havard stood alone, waiting the arrival of the
automobile which contained M. Annion, in attendance upon the
King.

 

Making his way noiselessly in and out of the crowd, Juve
gradually drew near the front ranks and reached the cordon of special officers whose duty it
was to bar the way to the platform of departure. Here Juve ran into
Michel, and the two men silently shook hands. Juve was about to
show his card, but Michel smiled:

"No need for you to show it, Juve."

The detective now mingled with the guests, and as he reached the
reception-room he moved behind a lady who had just arrived. Waiting
a favorable opportunity he approached her:

"Pardon me," he began in a dry voice, "one moment, please."

The lady turned sharply:

"Monsieur, who are you? What do you want?"

"I am Juve, of the Secret Service."

"And I am the Grand Duchess Alexandra, relative of the King of
Hesse-Weimar."

"No, you are Lady Beltham. I recognize you and it will be no use
to deny it."

The adventuress started panting, in her eyes a look of fear.

"Ah," she stammered.

"I've got you, Lady Beltham. The time to pay has come. You are
under arrest." Then in a whisper he added, "Where is the
diamond?"

There was a silence. Lady Beltham lowered her eyes.

"Better tell me, and avoid the scandal."

"Don't make a scandal, I implore you. I have the diamond with
me."

 

At this moment the King of Hesse-Weimar entered the
reception-room accompanied by his friend, the Marquis de Sérac.

Juve could not repress a start. The daring of Fantômas was
beyond belief. But his first duty was to recover the diamond.
Leaning toward his prisoner, he whispered:

"Hand over the diamond immediately."

The adventuress gave him a strange and mysterious look.

"Monsieur, slip your hand into my sleeve."

Juve obeyed. His fingers instantly closed around the precious
jewel which he identified at once by the feel.

"Monsieur, I came here for the express purpose of returning it,
please believe me."

At this moment Juve met the eyes of M. Annion, and he realized
that the time had come to report to his chief. The detective had
three plain clothes men at his elbow; he now turned to them and
with a gesture gave the care of Lady Beltham into their keeping.
Juve then advanced through the crowded room toward M. Annion and the King. The latter watched him
closely and whispered to M. Vicart:

"This time we mustn't hesitate."

In a moment Juve felt his arms seized and pinioned, and then
before he could recover from his amazement, he was hustled off into
a private room.

"Search him!"

Immediately one of his guards snatched the diamond from his
waistcoat pocket. Juve looked up and in the doorway stood the
absurd Wulf and by his side the Marquis de Sérac.

"Fantômas," he cried, "Fantômas!… arrest him!" Then in a sudden
access of rage:

"Let me go, you idiots! M. Annion, what does this mean? Fantômas
stands before you! We've got him, and Lady Beltham, too!"

M. Annion paid no attention to his outburst, but calmly turned
to another man who had appeared on the scene.

"Monsieur Heberlauf, do you recognize this man?"

M. Heberlauf, who never could make a decision, hesitated:

"It seems to me … I don't know … I think I do. Madame
Heberlauf can tell you better than I can."

Madame Heberlauf now stepped forward and in a flood of words, explained to M. Annion that
she had no doubt in the matter.

"By a most infernal device, Monsieur, this criminal escaped from
his prison, and not content with that, he killed an unfortunate
servant, an old porter whom our police discovered the following day
in the mortuary chapel of Glotzbourg."

Instinctly Juve was about to protest but M. Annion held up a
hand.

"Silence. You will explain at the trial." Then turning to the
Marquis de Sérac, he handed the diamond to him.

"We are very glad to be able to return this precious jewel to
his Majesty Frederick-Christian II, and I place it in your hands,
Marquis, in presence of Monsieur Wulf and Monsieur Heberlauf."

A yell from Juve interrupted him:

"God Almighty! the Marquis de Sérac is Fantômas!… Fantômas, the
assassin of Susy d'Orsel!"

M. Havard came forward:

"It's no use, Juve, keep quiet. We know all you would say. But I
may tell you that in every place where Fantômas left his trace we
have found undeniable evidences of your presence."

When M. Havard pronounced the name Fantômas, a young girl sprang
forward. It was Marie Pascal.

"Monsieur," she cried, "Fantômas is arrested! Fantômas, the
monster who nearly killed me two hours ago!"

"Nearly killed you? Where?"

"In a house in the Rue Bonaparte."

"M. Juve's house," exclaimed the Marquis de Sérac with an
ironical smile.

"And who rescued you?" asked M. Havard.

Marie Pascal turned to identify Fandor but the journalist had
disappeared.

Getting wind of what was afoot after reaching the station, he
had kept out of sight and listened to the rumors of the crowd. It
was with stupefaction that he at length discovered that the
authorities had actually decided that Juve and Fantômas were one
and the same person!

With his usual quick decision, he promptly made up his mind that
he would be more useful to his friend if he remained free. He
realized the probability of his own arrest for counterfeiting the
King.

 

M. Vicart offered humble apologies to the pseudo Grand Duchess
Alexandra, who accepted them with a haughty inclination of the
head, and hastened to join the suite of the King.

The latter warmly thanked the Marquis de Sérac and amid the acclamations of the crowd the
train started.

Wulf, swollen with vanity, cried aloud so that everyone might
hear:

"It is thanks to me that he is arrested!"

Juve now left with the police officers, shouted at the top of
his voice:

"But I am Juve! Juve! Oh! they are all crazy! Crazy!"

In a few moments he was taken to a waiting taxi, while the crowd
took a last look at the departing King and his suite. They were
saying:

"That's the Grand Duchess and the Marquis de Sérac!"

Juve gave one great cry of distress, while the tears coursed
down his cheeks.

"The Grand Duchess! the Marquis de Sérac! No! no! The police
have arrested an innocent man and have let Lady Beltham and
Fantômas escape!"

THE END
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Chapter 1
THE FACE IN THE TARGET


 

HAROLD MARCH, the
rising reviewer and social critic, was walking vigorously across a
great tableland of moors and commons, the horizon of which was
fringed with the far-off woods of the famous estate of Torwood
Park. He was a good-looking young man in tweeds, with very pale
curly hair and pale clear eyes. Walking in wind and sun in the very
landscape of liberty, he was still young enough to remember his
politics and not merely try to forget them. For his errand at
Torwood Park was a political one; it was the place of appointment
named by no less a person than the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir
Howard Horne, then introducing his so-called Socialist budget, and
prepared to expound it in an interview with so promising a penman.
Harold March was the sort of man who knows everything about
politics, and nothing about politicians. He also knew a great deal
about art, letters, philosophy, and general culture; about almost
everything, indeed, except the world he was living in.

Abruptly, in the middle of those sunny and windy flats, he came
upon a sort of cleft almost narrow enough to be called a crack in
the land. It was just large enough to be the water-course for a
small stream which vanished at intervals under green tunnels of
undergrowth, as if in a dwarfish forest. Indeed, he had an odd
feeling as if he were a giant looking over the valley of the
pygmies. When he dropped into the hollow, however, the impression
was lost; the rocky banks, though hardly above the height of a
cottage, hung over and had the profile of a precipice. As he began
to wander down the course of the stream, in idle but romantic
curiosity, and saw the water shining in short strips between the
great gray boulders and bushes as soft as great green mosses, he
fell into quite an opposite vein of fantasy. It was rather as if
the earth had opened and swallowed him into a sort of underworld of
dreams. And when he became conscious of a human figure dark against
the silver stream, sitting on a large boulder and looking rather
like a large bird, it was perhaps with some of the premonitions
proper to a man who meets the strangest friendship of his life.

The man was apparently fishing; or at least was fixed in a
fisherman's attitude with more than a fisherman's immobility. March
was able to examine the man almost as if he had been a statue for
some minutes before the statue spoke. He was a tall, fair man,
cadaverous, and a little lackadaisical, with heavy eyelids and a
highbridged nose. When his face was shaded with his wide white hat,
his light mustache and lithe figure gave him a look of youth. But
the Panama lay on the moss beside him; and the spectator could see
that his brow was prematurely bald; and this, combined with a
certain hollowness about the eyes, had an air of headwork and even
headache. But the most curious thing about him, realized after a
short scrutiny, was that, though he looked like a fisherman, he was
not fishing.

He was holding, instead of a rod, something that might have been
a landing-net which some fishermen use, but which was much more
like the ordinary toy net which children carry, and which they
generally use indifferently for shrimps or butterflies. He was
dipping this into the water at intervals, gravely regarding its
harvest of weed or mud, and emptying it out again.

"No, I haven't caught anything," he remarked, calmly, as if
answering an unspoken query. "When I do I have to throw it back
again; especially the big fish. But some of the little beasts
interest me when I get 'em."

"A scientific interest, I suppose?" observed March.

"Of a rather amateurish sort, I fear," answered the strange
fisherman. "I have a sort of hobby about what they call 'phenomena
of phosphorescence.' But it would be rather awkward to go about in
society carrying stinking fish."

"I suppose it would," said March, with a smile.

"Rather odd to enter a drawing-room carrying a large luminous
cod," continued the stranger, in his listless way. "How quaint it
would be if one could carry it about like a lantern, or have little
sprats for candles. Some of the seabeasts would really be very
pretty like lampshades; the blue sea-snail that glitters all over
like starlight; and some of the red starfish really shine like red
stars. But, naturally, I'm not looking for them here."

March thought of asking him what he was looking for; but,
feeling unequal to a technical discussion at least as deep as the
deep-sea fishes, he returned to more ordinary topics.

"Delightful sort of hole this is," he said. "This little dell
and river here. It's like those places Stevenson talks about, where
something ought to happen."

"I know," answered the other. "I think it's because the place
itself, so to speak, seems to happen and not merely to exist.
Perhaps that's what old Picasso and some of the Cubists are trying
to express by angles and jagged lines. Look at that wall like low
cliffs that juts forward just at right angles to the slope of turf
sweeping up to it. That's like a silent collision. It's like a
breaker and the back-wash of a wave."

March looked at the low-browed crag overhanging the green slope
and nodded. He was interested in a man who turned so easily from
the technicalities of science to those of art; and asked him if he
admired the new angular artists.

"As I feel it, the Cubists are not Cubist enough," replied the
stranger. "I mean they're not thick enough. By making things
mathematical they make them thin. Take the living lines out of that
landscape, simplify it to a right angle, and you flatten it out to
a mere diagram on paper. Diagrams have their own beauty; but it is
of just the other sort. They stand for the unalterable things; the
calm, eternal, mathematical sort of truths; what somebody calls the
'white radiance of'—"

He stopped, and before the next word came something had happened
almost too quickly and completely to be realized. From behind the
overhanging rock came a noise and rush like that of a railway
train; and a great motor car appeared. It topped the crest of
cliff, black against the sun, like a battle-chariot rushing to
destruction in some wild epic. March automatically put out his hand
in one futile gesture, as if to catch a falling tea-cup in a
drawing-room.

For the fraction of a flash it seemed to leave the ledge of rock
like a flying ship; then the very sky seemed to turn over like a
wheel, and it lay a ruin amid the tall grasses below, a line of
gray smoke going up slowly from it into the silent air. A little
lower the figure of a man with gray hair lay tumbled down the steep
green slope, his limbs lying all at random, and his face turned
away.

The eccentric fisherman dropped his net and walked swiftly
toward the spot, his new acquaintance following him. As they drew
near there seemed a sort of monstrous irony in the fact that the
dead machine was still throbbing and thundering as busily as a
factory, while the man lay so still.

He was unquestionably dead. The blood flowed in the grass from a
hopelessly fatal fracture at the back of the skull; but the face,
which was turned to the sun, was uninjured and strangely arresting
in itself. It was one of those cases of a strange face so
unmistakable as to feel familiar. We feel, somehow, that we ought
to recognize it, even though we do not. It was of the broad, square
sort with great jaws, almost like that of a highly intellectual
ape; the wide mouth shut so tight as to be traced by a mere line;
the nose short with the sort of nostrils that seem to gape with an
appetite for the air. The oddest thing about the face was that one
of the eyebrows was cocked up at a much sharper angle than the
other. March thought he had never seen a face so naturally alive as
that dead one. And its ugly energy seemed all the stranger for its
halo of hoary hair. Some papers lay half fallen out of the pocket,
and from among them March extracted a card-case. He read the name
on the card aloud.

"Sir Humphrey Turnbull. I'm sure I've heard that name
somewhere."

His companion only gave a sort of a little sigh and was silent
for a moment, as if ruminating, then he merely said, "The poor
fellow is quite gone," and added some scientific terms in which his
auditor once more found himself out of his depth.

"As things are," continued the same curiously well-informed
person, "it will be more legal for us to leave the body as it is
until the police are informed. In fact, I think it will be well if
nobody except the police is informed. Don't be surprised if I seem
to be keeping it dark from some of our neighbors round here." Then,
as if prompted to regularize his rather abrupt confidence, he said:
"I've come down to see my cousin at Torwood; my name is Horne
Fisher. Might be a pun on my pottering about here, mightn't
it?"

"Is Sir Howard Horne your cousin?" asked March. "I'm going to
Torwood Park to see him myself; only about his public work, of
course, and the wonderful stand he is making for his principles. I
think this Budget is the greatest thing in English history. If it
fails, it will be the most heroic failure in English history. Are
you an admirer of your great kinsman, Mr. Fisher?"

"Rather," said Mr. Fisher. "He's the best shot I know."

Then, as if sincerely repentant of his nonchalance, he added,
with a sort of enthusiasm:

"No, but really, he's a beautiful shot."

As if fired by his own words, he took a sort of leap at the
ledges of the rock above him, and scaled them with a sudden agility
in startling contrast to his general lassitude. He had stood for
some seconds on the headland above, with his aquiline profile under
the Panama hat relieved against the sky and peering over the
countryside before his companion had collected himself sufficiently
to scramble up after him.

The level above was a stretch of common turf on which the tracks
of the fated car were plowed plainly enough; but the brink of it
was broken as with rocky teeth; broken boulders of all shapes and
sizes lay near the edge; it was almost incredible that any one
could have deliberately driven into such a death trap, especially
in broad daylight.

"I can't make head or tail of it," said March. "Was he blind? Or
blind drunk?"

"Neither, by the look of him," replied the other.

"Then it was suicide."

"It doesn't seem a cozy way of doing it," remarked the man
called Fisher. "Besides, I don't fancy poor old Puggy would commit
suicide, somehow."

"Poor old who?" inquired the wondering journalist. "Did you know
this unfortunate man?"

"Nobody knew him exactly," replied Fisher, with some vagueness.
"But one knew him, of course. He'd been a terror
in his time, in Parliament and the courts, and so on; especially in
that row about the aliens who were deported as undesirables, when
he wanted one of 'em hanged for murder. He was so sick about it
that he retired from the bench. Since then he mostly motored about
by himself; but he was coming to Torwood, too, for the week-end;
and I don't see why he should deliberately break his neck almost at
the very door. I believe Hoggs—I mean my cousin Howard—was coming
down specially to meet him."

"Torwood Park doesn't belong to your cousin?" inquired
March.

"No; it used to belong to the Winthrops, you know," replied the
other. "Now a new man's got it; a man from Montreal named Jenkins.
Hoggs comes for the shooting; I told you he was a lovely shot."

This repeated eulogy on the great social statesman affected
Harold March as if somebody had defined Napoleon as a distinguished
player of nap. But he had another half-formed impression struggling
in this flood of unfamiliar things, and he brought it to the
surface before it could vanish.

"Jenkins," he repeated. "Surely you don't mean Jefferson
Jenkins, the social reformer? I mean the man who's fighting for the
new cottage-estate scheme. It would be as interesting to meet him
as any Cabinet Minister in the world, if you'll excuse my saying
so."

"Yes; Hoggs told him it would have to be cottages," said Fisher.
"He said the breed of cattle had improved too often, and people
were beginning to laugh. And, of course, you must hang a peerage on
to something; though the poor chap hasn't got it yet. Hullo, here's
somebody else."

They had started walking in the tracks of the car, leaving it
behind them in the hollow, still humming horribly like a huge
insect that had killed a man. The tracks took them to the corner of
the road, one arm of which went on in the same line toward the
distant gates of the park. It was clear that the car had been
driven down the long straight road, and then, instead of turning
with the road to the left, had gone straight on over the turf to
its doom. But it was not this discovery that had riveted Fisher's
eye, but something even more solid. At the angle of the white road
a dark and solitary figure was standing almost as still as a finger
post. It was that of a big man in rough shooting-clothes,
bareheaded, and with tousled curly hair that gave him a rather wild
look. On a nearer approach this first more fantastic impression
faded; in a full light the figure took on more conventional colors,
as of an ordinary gentleman who happened to have come out without a
hat and without very studiously brushing his hair. But the massive
stature remained, and something deep and even cavernous about the
setting of the eyes redeemed his animal good looks from the
commonplace. But March had no time to study the man more closely,
for, much to his astonishment, his guide merely observed, "Hullo,
Jack!" and walked past him as if he had indeed been a signpost, and
without attempting to inform him of the catastrophe beyond the
rocks. It was relatively a small thing, but it was only the first
in a string of singular antics on which his new and eccentric
friend was leading him.

The man they had passed looked after them in rather a suspicious
fashion, but Fisher continued serenely on his way along the
straight road that ran past the gates of the great estate.

"That's John Burke, the traveler," he condescended to explain.
"I expect you've heard of him; shoots big game and all that. Sorry
I couldn't stop to introduce you, but I dare say you'll meet him
later on."

"I know his book, of course," said March, with renewed interest.
"That is certainly a fine piece of description, about their being
only conscious of the closeness of the elephant when the colossal
head blocked out the moon."

"Yes, young Halkett writes jolly well, I think. What? Didn't you
know Halkett wrote Burke's book for him? Burke can't use anything
except a gun; and you can't write with that. Oh, he's genuine
enough in his way, you know, as brave as a lion, or a good deal
braver by all accounts."

"You seem to know all about him," observed March, with a rather
bewildered laugh, "and about a good many other people."

Fisher's bald brow became abruptly corrugated, and a curious
expression came into his eyes.

"I know too much," he said. "That's what's the matter with me.
That's what's the matter with all of us, and the whole show; we
know too much. Too much about one another; too much about
ourselves. That's why I'm really interested, just now, about one
thing that I don't know."

"And that is?" inquired the other.

"Why that poor fellow is dead."

They had walked along the straight road for nearly a mile,
conversing at intervals in this fashion; and March had a singular
sense of the whole world being turned inside out. Mr. Horne Fisher
did not especially abuse his friends and relatives in fashionable
society; of some of them he spoke with affection. But they seemed
to be an entirely new set of men and women, who happened to have
the same nerves as the men and women mentioned most often in the
newspapers. Yet no fury of revolt could have seemed to him more
utterly revolutionary than this cold familiarity. It was like
daylight on the other side of stage scenery.

They reached the great lodge gates of the park, and, to March's
surprise, passed them and continued along the interminable white,
straight road. But he was himself too early for his appointment
with Sir Howard, and was not disinclined to see the end of his new
friend's experiment, whatever it might be. They had long left the
moorland behind them, and half the white road was gray in the great
shadow of the Torwood pine forests, themselves like gray bars
shuttered against the sunshine and within, amid that clear noon,
manufacturing their own midnight. Soon, however, rifts began to
appear in them like gleams of colored windows; the trees thinned
and fell away as the road went forward, showing the wild, irregular
copses in which, as Fisher said, the house-party had been blazing
away all day. And about two hundred yards farther on they came to
the first turn of the road.

At the corner stood a sort of decayed inn with the dingy sign of
The Grapes. The signboard was dark and indecipherable by now, and
hung black against the sky and the gray moorland beyond, about as
inviting as a gallows. March remarked that it looked like a tavern
for vinegar instead of wine.

"A good phrase," said Fisher, "and so it would be if you were
silly enough to drink wine in it. But the beer is very good, and so
is the brandy."

March followed him to the bar parlor with some wonder, and his
dim sense of repugnance was not dismissed by the first sight of the
innkeeper, who was widely different from the genial innkeepers of
romance, a bony man, very silent behind a black mustache, but with
black, restless eyes. Taciturn as he was, the investigator
succeeded at last in extracting a scrap of information from him, by
dint of ordering beer and talking to him persistently and minutely
on the subject of motor cars. He evidently regarded the innkeeper
as in some singular way an authority on motor cars; as being deep
in the secrets of the mechanism, management, and mismanagement of
motor cars; holding the man all the time with a glittering eye like
the Ancient Mariner. Out of all this rather mysterious conversation
there did emerge at last a sort of admission that one particular
motor car, of a given description, had stopped before the inn about
an hour before, and that an elderly man had alighted, requiring
some mechanical assistance. Asked if the visitor required any other
assistance, the innkeeper said shortly that the old gentleman had
filled his flask and taken a packet of sandwiches. And with these
words the somewhat inhospitable host had walked hastily out of the
bar, and they heard him banging doors in the dark interior.

Fisher's weary eye wandered round the dusty and dreary inn
parlor and rested dreamily on a glass case containing a stuffed
bird, with a gun hung on hooks above it, which seemed to be its
only ornament.

"Puggy was a humorist," he observed, "at least in his own rather
grim style. But it seems rather too grim a joke for a man to buy a
packet of sandwiches when he is just going to commit suicide."

"If you come to that," answered March, "it isn't very usual for
a man to buy a packet of sandwiches when he's just outside the door
of a grand house he's going to stop at."

"No … no," repeated Fisher, almost mechanically; and then
suddenly cocked his eye at his interlocutor with a much livelier
expression.

"By Jove! that's an idea. You're perfectly right. And that
suggests a very queer idea, doesn't it?"

There was a silence, and then March started with irrational
nervousness as the door of the inn was flung open and another man
walked rapidly to the counter. He had struck it with a coin and
called out for brandy before he saw the other two guests, who were
sitting at a bare wooden table under the window. When he turned
about with a rather wild stare, March had yet another unexpected
emotion, for his guide hailed the man as Hoggs and introduced him
as Sir Howard Horne.

He looked rather older than his boyish portraits in the
illustrated papers, as is the way of politicians; his flat, fair
hair was touched with gray, but his face was almost comically
round, with a Roman nose which, when combined with his quick,
bright eyes, raised a vague reminiscence of a parrot. He had a cap
rather at the back of his head and a gun under his arm. Harold
March had imagined many things about his meeting with the great
political reformer, but he had never pictured him with a gun under
his arm, drinking brandy in a public house.

"So you're stopping at Jink's, too," said Fisher. "Everybody
seems to be at Jink's."

"Yes," replied the Chancellor of the Exchequer. "Jolly good
shooting. At least all of it that isn't Jink's shooting. I never
knew a chap with such good shooting that was such a bad shot. Mind
you, he's a jolly good fellow and all that; I don't say a word
against him. But he never learned to hold a gun when he was packing
pork or whatever he did. They say he shot the cockade off his own
servant's hat; just like him to have cockades, of course. He shot
the weathercock off his own ridiculous gilded summerhouse. It's the
only cock he'll ever kill, I should think. Are you coming up there
now?"

Fisher said, rather vaguely, that he was following soon, when he
had fixed something up; and the Chancellor of the Exchequer left
the inn. March fancied he had been a little upset or impatient when
he called for the brandy; but he had talked himself back into a
satisfactory state, if the talk had not been quite what his
literary visitor had expected. Fisher, a few minutes afterward,
slowly led the way out of the tavern and stood in the middle of the
road, looking down in the direction from which they had traveled.
Then he walked back about two hundred yards in that direction and
stood still again.

"I should think this is about the place," he said.

"What place?" asked his companion.

"The place where the poor fellow was killed," said Fisher,
sadly.

"What do you mean?" demanded March.

"He was smashed up on the rocks a mile and a half from
here."

"No, he wasn't," replied Fisher. "He didn't fall on the rocks at
all. Didn't you notice that he only fell on the slope of soft grass
underneath? But I saw that he had a bullet in him already."

Then after a pause he added:

"He was alive at the inn, but he was dead long before he came to
the rocks. So he was shot as he drove his car down this strip of
straight road, and I should think somewhere about here. After that,
of course, the car went straight on with nobody to stop or turn it.
It's really a very cunning dodge in its way; for the body would be
found far away, and most people would say, as you do, that it was
an accident to a motorist. The murderer must have been a clever
brute."

"But wouldn't the shot be heard at the inn or somewhere?" asked
March.

"It would be heard. But it would not be noticed. That,"
continued the investigator, "is where he was clever again. Shooting
was going on all over the place all day; very likely he timed his
shot so as to drown it in a number of others. Certainly he was a
first-class criminal. And he was something else as well."

"What do you mean?" asked his companion, with a creepy
premonition of something coming, he knew not why.

"He was a first-class shot," said Fisher. He had turned his back
abruptly and was walking down a narrow, grassy lane, little more
than a cart track, which lay opposite the inn and marked the end of
the great estate and the beginning of the open moors. March plodded
after him with the same idle perseverance, and found him staring
through a gap in giant weeds and thorns at the flat face of a
painted paling. From behind the paling rose the great gray columns
of a row of poplars, which filled the heavens above them with
dark-green shadow and shook faintly in a wind which had sunk slowly
into a breeze. The afternoon was already deepening into evening,
and the titanic shadows of the poplars lengthened over a third of
the landscape.

"Are you a first-class criminal?" asked Fisher, in a friendly
tone. "I'm afraid I'm not. But I think I can manage to be a sort of
fourth-rate burglar."

And before his companion could reply he had managed to swing
himself up and over the fence; March followed without much bodily
effort, but with considerable mental disturbance. The poplars grew
so close against the fence that they had some difficulty in
slipping past them, and beyond the poplars they could see only a
high hedge of laurel, green and lustrous in the level sun.
Something in this limitation by a series of living walls made him
feel as if he were really entering a shattered house instead of an
open field. It was as if he came in by a disused door or window and
found the way blocked by furniture. When they had circumvented the
laurel hedge, they came out on a sort of terrace of turf, which
fell by one green step to an oblong lawn like a bowling green.
Beyond this was the only building in sight, a low conservatory,
which seemed far away from anywhere, like a glass cottage standing
in its own fields in fairyland. Fisher knew that lonely look of the
outlying parts of a great house well enough. He realized that it is
more of a satire on aristocracy than if it were choked with weeds
and littered with ruins. For it is not neglected and yet it is
deserted; at any rate, it is disused. It is regularly swept and
garnished for a master who never comes.

Looking over the lawn, however, he saw one object which he had
not apparently expected. It was a sort of tripod supporting a large
disk like the round top of a table tipped sideways, and it was not
until they had dropped on to the lawn and walked across to look at
it that March realized that it was a target. It was worn and
weatherstained; the gay colors of its concentric rings were faded;
possibly it had been set up in those far-off Victorian days when
there was a fashion of archery. March had one of his vague visions
of ladies in cloudy crinolines and gentlemen in outlandish hats and
whiskers revisiting that lost garden like ghosts.

Fisher, who was peering more closely at the target, startled him
by an exclamation.

"Hullo!" he said. "Somebody has been peppering this thing with
shot, after all, and quite lately, too. Why, I believe old Jink's
been trying to improve his bad shooting here."

"Yes, and it looks as if it still wanted improving," answered
March, laughing. "Not one of these shots is anywhere near the
bull's-eye; they seem just scattered about in the wildest way."

"In the wildest way," repeated Fisher, still peering intently at
the target. He seemed merely to assent, but March fancied his eye
was shining under its sleepy lid and that he straightened his
stooping figure with a strange effort.

"Excuse me a moment," he said, feeling in his pockets. "I think
I've got some of my chemicals; and after that we'll go up to the
house." And he stooped again over the target, putting something
with his finger over each of the shot-holes, so far as March could
see merely a dull-gray smear. Then they went through the gathering
twilight up the long green avenues to the great house.

Here again, however, the eccentric investigator did not enter by
the front door. He walked round the house until he found a window
open, and, leaping into it, introduced his friend to what appeared
to be the gun-room. Rows of the regular instruments for bringing
down birds stood against the walls; but across a table in the
window lay one or two weapons of a heavier and more formidable
pattern.

"Hullo! these are Burke's big-game rifles," said Fisher. "I
never knew he kept them here." He lifted one of them, examined it
briefly, and put it down again, frowning heavily. Almost as he did
so a strange young man came hurriedly into the room. He was dark
and sturdy, with a bumpy forehead and a bulldog jaw, and he spoke
with a curt apology.

"I left Major Burke's guns here," he said, "and he wants them
packed up. He's going away to-night."

And he carried off the two rifles without casting a glance at
the stranger; through the open window they could see his short,
dark figure walking away across the glimmering garden. Fisher got
out of the window again and stood looking after him.

"That's Halkett, whom I told you about," he said. "I knew he was
a sort of secretary and had to do with Burke's papers; but I never
knew he had anything to do with his guns. But he's just the sort of
silent, sensible little devil who might be very good at anything;
the sort of man you know for years before you find he's a chess
champion."

He had begun to walk in the direction of the disappearing
secretary, and they soon came within sight of the rest of the
house-party talking and laughing on the lawn. They could see the
tall figure and loose mane of the lion-hunter dominating the little
group.

"By the way," observed Fisher, "when we were talking about Burke
and Halkett, I said that a man couldn't very well write with a gun.
Well, I'm not so sure now. Did you ever hear of an artist so clever
that he could draw with a gun? There's a wonderful chap loose about
here."

Sir Howard hailed Fisher and his friend the journalist with
almost boisterous amiability. The latter was presented to Major
Burke and Mr. Halkett and also (by way of a parenthesis) to his
host, Mr. Jenkins, a commonplace little man in loud tweeds, whom
everybody else seemed to treat with a sort of affection, as if he
were a baby.

The irrepressible Chancellor of the Exchequer was still talking
about the birds he had brought down, the birds that Burke and
Halkett had brought down, and the birds that Jenkins, their host,
had failed to bring down. It seemed to be a sort of sociable
monomania.

"You and your big game," he ejaculated, aggressively, to Burke.
"Why, anybody could shoot big game. You want to be a shot to shoot
small game."

"Quite so," interposed Horne Fisher. "Now if only a hippopotamus
could fly up in the air out of that bush, or you preserved flying
elephants on the estate, why, then—"

"Why even Jink might hit that sort of bird," cried Sir Howard,
hilariously slapping his host on the back. "Even he might hit a
haystack or a hippopotamus."

"Look here, you fellows," said Fisher. "I want you to come along
with me for a minute and shoot at something else. Not a
hippopotamus. Another kind of queer animal I've found on the
estate. It's an animal with three legs and one eye, and it's all
the colors of the rainbow."

"What the deuce are you talking about?" asked Burke.

"You come along and see," replied Fisher, cheerfully.

Such people seldom reject anything nonsensical, for they are
always seeking for something new. They gravely rearmed themselves
from the gun-room and trooped along at the tail of their guide, Sir
Howard only pausing, in a sort of ecstasy, to point out the
celebrated gilt summerhouse on which the gilt weathercock still
stood crooked. It was dusk turning to dark by the time they reached
the remote green by the poplars and accepted the new and aimless
game of shooting at the old mark.

The last light seemed to fade from the lawn, and the poplars
against the sunset were like great plumes upon a purple hearse,
when the futile procession finally curved round, and came out in
front of the target. Sir Howard again slapped his host on the
shoulder, shoving him playfully forward to take the first shot. The
shoulder and arm he touched seemed unnaturally stiff and angular.
Mr. Jenkins was holding his gun in an attitude more awkward than
any that his satiric friends had seen or expected.

At the same instant a horrible scream seemed to come from
nowhere. It was so unnatural and so unsuited to the scene that it
might have been made by some inhuman thing flying on wings above
them or eavesdropping in the dark woods beyond. But Fisher knew
that it had started and stopped on the pale lips of Jefferson
Jenkins, of Montreal, and no one at that moment catching sight of
Jefferson Jenkins's face would have complained that it was
commonplace. The next moment a torrent of guttural but good-humored
oaths came from Major Burke as he and the two other men saw what
was in front of them. The target stood up in the dim grass like a
dark goblin grinning at them, and it was literally grinning. It had
two eyes like stars, and in similar livid points of light were
picked out the two upturned and open nostrils and the two ends of
the wide and tight mouth. A few white dots above each eye indicated
the hoary eyebrows; and one of them ran upward almost erect. It was
a brilliant caricature done in bright dotted lines and March knew
of whom. It shone in the shadowy grass, smeared with sea fire as if
one of the submarine monsters had crawled into the twilight garden;
but it had the head of a dead man.

"It's only luminous paint," said Burke. "Old Fisher's been
having a joke with that phosphorescent stuff of his."

"Seems to be meant for old Puggy"' observed Sir Howard. "Hits
him off very well."

With that they all laughed, except Jenkins. When they had all
done, he made a noise like the first effort of an animal to laugh,
and Horne Fisher suddenly strode across to him and said:

"Mr. Jenkins, I must speak to you at once in private."

It was by the little watercourse in the moors, on the slope
under the hanging rock, that March met his new friend Fisher, by
appointment, shortly after the ugly and almost grotesque scene that
had broken up the group in the garden.

"It was a monkey-trick of mine," observed Fisher, gloomily,
"putting phosphorus on the target; but the only chance to make him
jump was to give him the horrors suddenly. And when he saw the face
he'd shot at shining on the target he practiced on, all lit up with
an infernal light, he did jump. Quite enough for my own
intellectual satisfaction."

"I'm afraid I don't quite understand even now," said March,
"exactly what he did or why he did it."

"You ought to," replied Fisher, with his rather dreary smile,
"for you gave me the first suggestion yourself. Oh yes, you did;
and it was a very shrewd one. You said a man wouldn't take
sandwiches with him to dine at a great house. It was quite true;
and the inference was that, though he was going there, he didn't
mean to dine there. Or, at any rate, that he might not be dining
there. It occurred to me at once that he probably expected the
visit to be unpleasant, or the reception doubtful, or something
that would prevent his accepting hospitality. Then it struck me
that Turnbull was a terror to certain shady characters in the past,
and that he had come down to identify and denounce one of them. The
chances at the start pointed to the host—that is, Jenkins. I'm
morally certain now that Jenkins was the undesirable alien Turnbull
wanted to convict in another shooting-affair, but you see the
shooting gentleman had another shot in his locker."

"But you said he would have to be a very good shot," protested
March.

"Jenkins is a very good shot," said Fisher. "A very good shot
who can pretend to be a very bad shot. Shall I tell you the second
hint I hit on, after yours, to make me think it was Jenkins? It was
my cousin's account of his bad shooting. He'd shot a cockade off a
hat and a weathercock off a building. Now, in fact, a man must
shoot very well indeed to shoot so badly as that. He must shoot
very neatly to hit the cockade and not the head, or even the hat.
If the shots had really gone at random, the chances are a thousand
to one that they would not have hit such prominent and picturesque
objects. They were chosen because they were prominent and
picturesque objects. They make a story to go the round of society.
He keeps the crooked weathercock in the summerhouse to perpetuate
the story of a legend. And then he lay in wait with his evil eye
and wicked gun, safely ambushed behind the legend of his own
incompetence.

"But there is more than that. There is the summerhouse itself. I
mean there is the whole thing. There's all that Jenkins gets
chaffed about, the gilding and the gaudy colors and all the
vulgarity that's supposed to stamp him as an upstart. Now, as a
matter of fact, upstarts generally don't do this. God knows there's
enough of 'em in society; and one knows 'em well enough. And this
is the very last thing they do. They're generally only too keen to
know the right thing and do it; and they instantly put themselves
body and soul into the hands of art decorators and art experts, who
do the whole thing for them. There's hardly another millionaire
alive who has the moral courage to have a gilt monogram on a chair
like that one in the gun-room. For that matter, there's the name as
well as the monogram. Names like Tompkins and Jenkins and Jinks are
funny without being vulgar; I mean they are vulgar without being
common. If you prefer it, they are commonplace without being
common. They are just the names to be chosen
to look ordinary, but they're really rather
extraordinary. Do you know many people called Tompkins? It's a good
deal rarer than Talbot. It's pretty much the same with the comic
clothes of the parvenu. Jenkins dresses like a character in Punch.
But that's because he is a character in Punch. I mean he's a
fictitious character. He's a fabulous animal. He doesn't exist.

"Have you ever considered what it must be like to be a man who
doesn't exist? I mean to be a man with a fictitious character that
he has to keep up at the expense not merely of personal talents: To
be a new kind of hypocrite hiding a talent in a new kind of napkin.
This man has chosen his hypocrisy very ingeniously; it was really a
new one. A subtle villain has dressed up as a dashing gentleman and
a worthy business man and a philanthropist and a saint; but the
loud checks of a comical little cad were really rather a new
disguise. But the disguise must be very irksome to a man who can
really do things. This is a dexterous little cosmopolitan
guttersnipe who can do scores of things, not only shoot, but draw
and paint, and probably play the fiddle. Now a man like that may
find the hiding of his talents useful; but he could never help
wanting to use them where they were useless. If he can draw, he
will draw absent-mindedly on blotting paper. I suspect this rascal
has often drawn poor old Puggy's face on blotting paper. Probably
he began doing it in blots as he afterward did it in dots, or
rather shots. It was the same sort of thing; he found a disused
target in a deserted yard and couldn't resist indulging in a little
secret shooting, like secret drinking. You thought the shots all
scattered and irregular, and so they were; but not accidental. No
two distances were alike; but the different points were exactly
where he wanted to put them. There's nothing needs such
mathematical precision as a wild caricature. I've dabbled a little
in drawing myself, and I assure you that to put one dot where you
want it is a marvel with a pen close to a piece of paper. It was a
miracle to do it across a garden with a gun. But a man who can work
those miracles will always itch to work them, if it's only in the
dark."

After a pause March observed, thoughtfully, "But he couldn't
have brought him down like a bird with one of those little
guns."

"No; that was why I went into the gun-room," replied Fisher. "He
did it with one of Burke's rifles, and Burke thought he knew the
sound of it. That's why he rushed out without a hat, looking so
wild. He saw nothing but a car passing quickly, which he followed
for a little way, and then concluded he'd made a mistake."

There was another silence, during which Fisher sat on a great
stone as motionless as on their first meeting, and watched the gray
and silver river eddying past under the bushes. Then March said,
abruptly, "Of course he knows the truth now."

"Nobody knows the truth but you and I," answered Fisher, with a
certain softening in his voice. "And I don't think you and I will
ever quarrel."

"What do you mean?" asked March, in an altered accent. "What
have you done about it?"

Horne Fisher continued to gaze steadily at the eddying stream.
At last he said, "The police have proved it was a motor
accident."

"But you know it was not."

"I told you that I know too much," replied Fisher, with his eye
on the river. "I know that, and I know a great many other things. I
know the atmosphere and the way the whole thing works. I know this
fellow has succeeded in making himself something incurably
commonplace and comic. I know you can't get up a persecution of old
Toole or Little Tich. If I were to tell Hoggs or Halkett that old
Jink was an assassin, they would almost die of laughter before my
eyes. Oh, I don't say their laughter's quite innocent, though it's
genuine in its way. They want old Jink, and they couldn't do
without him. I don't say I'm quite innocent. I like Hoggs; I don't
want him to be down and out; and he'd be done for if Jink can't pay
for his coronet. They were devilish near the line at the last
election. But the only real objection to it is that it's
impossible. Nobody would believe it; it's not in the picture. The
crooked weathercock would always turn it into a joke."

"Don't you think this is infamous?" asked March, quietly.

"I think a good many things," replied the other. "If you people
ever happen to blow the whole tangle of society to hell with
dynamite, I don't know that the human race will be much the worse.
But don't be too hard on me merely because I know what society is.
That's why I moon away my time over things like stinking fish."

There was a pause as he settled himself down again by the
stream; and then he added:

"I told you before I had to throw back the big fish."

 











Chapter 2
THE VANISHING PRINCE


 

THIS tale begins
among a tangle of tales round a name that is at once recent and
legendary. The name is that of Michael O'Neill, popularly called
Prince Michael, partly because he claimed descent from ancient
Fenian princes, and partly because he was credited with a plan to
make himself prince president of Ireland, as the last Napoleon did
of France. He was undoubtedly a gentleman of honorable pedigree and
of many accomplishments, but two of his accomplishments emerged
from all the rest. He had a talent for appearing when he was not
wanted and a talent for disappearing when he was wanted, especially
when he was wanted by the police. It may be added that his
disappearances were more dangerous than his appearances. In the
latter he seldom went beyond the sensational—pasting up seditious
placards, tearing down official placards, making flamboyant
speeches, or unfurling forbidden flags. But in order to effect the
former he would sometimes fight for his freedom with startling
energy, from which men were sometimes lucky to escape with a broken
head instead of a broken neck. His most famous feats of escape,
however, were due to dexterity and not to violence. On a cloudless
summer morning he had come down a country road white with dust,
and, pausing outside a farmhouse, had told the farmer's daughter,
with elegant indifference, that the local police were in pursuit of
him. The girl's name was Bridget Royce, a somber and even sullen
type of beauty, and she looked at him darkly, as if in doubt, and
said, "Do you want me to hide you?" Upon which he only laughed,
leaped lightly over the stone wall, and strode toward the farm,
merely throwing over his shoulder the remark, "Thank you, I have
generally been quite capable of hiding myself." In which proceeding
he acted with a tragic ignorance of the nature of women; and there
fell on his path in that sunshine a shadow of doom.

While he disappeared through the farmhouse the girl remained for
a few moments looking up the road, and two perspiring policemen
came plowing up to the door where she stood. Though still angry,
she was still silent, and a quarter of an hour later the officers
had searched the house and were already inspecting the kitchen
garden and cornfield behind it. In the ugly reaction of her mood
she might have been tempted even to point out the fugitive, but for
a small difficulty that she had no more notion than the policemen
had of where he could possibly have gone. The kitchen garden was
inclosed by a very low wall, and the cornfield beyond lay aslant
like a square patch on a great green hill on which he could still
have been seen even as a dot in the distance. Everything stood
solid in its familiar place; the apple tree was too small to
support or hide a climber; the only shed stood open and obviously
empty; there was no sound save the droning of summer flies and the
occasional flutter of a bird unfamiliar enough to be surprised by
the scarecrow in the field; there was scarcely a shadow save a few
blue lines that fell from the thin tree; every detail was picked
out by the brilliant day light as if in a microscope. The girl
described the scene later, with all the passionate realism of her
race, and, whether or no the policemen had a similar eye for the
picturesque, they had at least an eye for the facts of the case,
and were compelled to give up the chase and retire from the scene.
Bridget Royce remained as if in a trance, staring at the sunlit
garden in which a man had just vanished like a fairy. She was still
in a sinister mood, and the miracle took in her mind a character of
unfriendliness and fear, as if the fairy were decidedly a bad
fairy. The sun upon the glittering garden depressed her more than
the darkness, but she continued to stare at it. Then the world
itself went half-witted and she screamed. The scarecrow moved in
the sun light. It had stood with its back to her in a battered old
black hat and a tattered garment, and with all its tatters flying,
it strode away across the hill.

She did not analyze the audacious trick by which the man had
turned to his advantage the subtle effects of the expected and the
obvious; she was still under the cloud of more individual
complexities, and she noticed most of all that the vanishing
scarecrow did not even turn to look at the farm. And the fates that
were running so adverse to his fantastic career of freedom ruled
that his next adventure, though it had the same success in another
quarter, should increase the danger in this quarter. Among the many
similar adventures related of him in this manner it is also said
that some days afterward another girl, named Mary Cregan, found him
concealed on the farm where she worked; and if the story is true,
she must also have had the shock of an uncanny experience, for when
she was busy at some lonely task in the yard she heard a voice
speaking out of the well, and found that the eccentric had managed
to drop himself into the bucket which was some little way below,
the well only partly full of water. In this case, however, he had
to appeal to the woman to wind up the rope. And men say it was when
this news was told to the other woman that her soul walked over the
border line of treason.

Such, at least, were the stories told of him in the countryside,
and there were many more—as that he had stood insolently in a
splendid green dressing gown on the steps of a great hotel, and
then led the police a chase through a long suite of grand
apartments, and finally through his own bedroom on to a balcony
that overhung the river. The moment the pursuers stepped on to the
balcony it broke under them, and they dropped pell-mell into the
eddying waters, while Michael, who had thrown off his gown and
dived, was able to swim away. It was said that he had carefully cut
away the props so that they would not support anything so heavy as
a policeman. But here again he was immediately fortunate, yet
ultimately unfortunate, for it is said that one of the men was
drowned, leaving a family feud which made a little rift in his
popularity. These stories can now be told in some detail, not
because they are the most marvelous of his many adventures, but
because these alone were not covered with silence by the loyalty of
the peasantry. These alone found their way into official reports,
and it is these which three of the chief officials of the country
were reading and discussing when the more remarkable part of this
story begins.

Night was far advanced and the lights shone in the cottage that
served for a temporary police station near the coast. On one side
of it were the last houses of the straggling village, and on the
other nothing but a waste moorland stretching away toward the sea,
the line of which was broken by no landmark except a solitary tower
of the prehistoric pattern still found in Ireland, standing up as
slender as a column, but pointed like a pyramid. At a wooden table
in front of the window, which normally looked out on this
landscape, sat two men in plain clothes, but with something of a
military bearing, for indeed they were the two chiefs of the
detective service of that district. The senior of the two, both in
age and rank, was a sturdy man with a short white beard, and frosty
eyebrows fixed in a frown which suggested rather worry than
severity.

His name was Morton, and he was a Liverpool man long pickled in
the Irish quarrels, and doing his duty among them in a sour fashion
not altogether unsympathetic. He had spoken a few sentences to his
companion, Nolan, a tall, dark man with a cadaverous equine Irish
face, when he seemed to remember something and touched a bell which
rang in another room. The subordinate he had summoned immediately
appeared with a sheaf of papers in his hand.

"Sit down, Wilson," he said. "Those are the depositions, I
suppose."

"Yes," replied the third officer. "I think I've got all there is
to be got out of them, so I sent the people away."

"Did Mary Cregan give evidence?" asked Morton, with a frown that
looked a little heavier than usual.

"No, but her master did," answered the man called Wilson, who
had flat, red hair and a plain, pale face, not without sharpness.
"I think he's hanging round the girl himself and is out against a
rival. There's always some reason of that sort when we are told the
truth about anything. And you bet the other girl told right
enough."

"Well, let's hope they'll be some sort of use," remarked Nolan,
in a somewhat hopeless manner, gazing out into the darkness.

"Anything is to the good," said Morton, "that lets us know
anything about him."

"Do we know anything about him?" asked the melancholy
Irishman.

"We know one thing about him," said Wilson, "and it's the one
thing that nobody ever knew before. We know where he is."

"Are you sure?" inquired Morton, looking at him sharply.

"Quite sure," replied his assistant. "At this very minute he is
in that tower over there by the shore. If you go near enough you'll
see the candle burning in the window."

As he spoke the noise of a horn sounded on the road outside, and
a moment after they heard the throbbing of a motor car brought to a
standstill before the door. Morton instantly sprang to his
feet.

"Thank the Lord that's the car from Dublin," he said. "I can't
do anything without special authority, not if he were sitting on
the top of the tower and putting out his tongue at us. But the
chief can do what he thinks best."

He hurried out to the entrance and was soon exchanging greetings
with a big handsome man in a fur coat, who brought into the dingy
little station the indescribable glow of the great cities and the
luxuries of the great world.

For this was Sir Walter Carey, an official of such eminence in
Dublin Castle that nothing short of the case of Prince Michael
would have brought him on such a journey in the middle of the
night. But the case of Prince Michael, as it happened, was
complicated by legalism as well as lawlessness. On the last
occasion he had escaped by a forensic quibble and not, as usual, by
a private escapade; and it was a question whether at the moment he
was amenable to the law or not. It might be necessary to stretch a
point, but a man like Sir Walter could probably stretch it as far
as he liked.

Whether he intended to do so was a question to be considered.
Despite the almost aggressive touch of luxury in the fur coat, it
soon became apparent that Sir Walter's large leonine head was for
use as well as ornament, and he considered the matter soberly and
sanely enough. Five chairs were set round the plain deal table, for
who should Sir Walter bring with him but his young relative and
secretary, Horne Fisher. Sir Walter listened with grave attention,
and his secretary with polite boredom, to the string of episodes by
which the police had traced the flying rebel from the steps of the
hotel to the solitary tower beside the sea. There at least he was
cornered between the moors and the breakers; and the scout sent by
Wilson reported him as writing under a solitary candle, perhaps
composing another of his tremendous proclamations. Indeed, it would
have been typical of him to choose it as the place in which finally
to turn to bay. He had some remote claim on it, as on a family
castle; and those who knew him thought him capable of imitating the
primitive Irish chieftains who fell fighting against the sea.

"I saw some queer-looking people leaving as I came in," said Sir
Walter Carey. "I suppose they were your witnesses. But why do they
turn up here at this time of night?"

Morton smiled grimly. "They come here by night because they
would be dead men if they came here by day. They are criminals
committing a crime that is more horrible here than theft or
murder."

"What crime do you mean?" asked the other, with some
curiosity.

"They are helping the law," said Morton.

There was a silence, and Sir Walter considered the papers before
him with an abstracted eye. At last he spoke.

"Quite so; but look here, if the local feeling is as lively as
that there are a good many points to consider. I believe the new
Act will enable me to collar him now if I think it best. But is it
best? A serious rising would do us no good in Parliament, and the
government has enemies in England as well as Ireland. It won't do
if I have done what looks a little like sharp practice, and then
only raised a revolution."

"It's all the other way," said the man called Wilson, rather
quickly. "There won't be half so much of a revolution if you arrest
him as there will if you leave him loose for three days longer.
But, anyhow, there can't be anything nowadays that the proper
police can't manage."

"Mr. Wilson is a Londoner," said the Irish detective, with a
smile.

"Yes, I'm a cockney, all right," replied Wilson, "and I think
I'm all the better for that. Especially at this job, oddly
enough."

Sir Walter seemed slightly amused at the pertinacity of the
third officer, and perhaps even more amused at the slight accent
with which he spoke, which rendered rather needless his boast about
his origin.

"Do you mean to say," he asked, "that you know more about the
business here because you have come from London?"

"Sounds funny, I know, but I do believe it," answered Wilson. "I
believe these affairs want fresh methods. But most of all I believe
they want a fresh eye."

The superior officers laughed, and the redhaired man went on
with a slight touch of temper:

"Well, look at the facts. See how the fellow got away every
time, and you'll understand what I mean. Why was he able to stand
in the place of the scarecrow, hidden by nothing but an old hat?
Because it was a village policeman who knew the scarecrow was
there, was expecting it, and therefore took no notice of it. Now I
never expect a scarecrow. I've never seen one in the street, and I
stare at one when I see it in the field. It's a new thing to me and
worth noticing. And it was just the same when he hid in the well.
You are ready to find a well in a place like that; you look for a
well, and so you don't see it. I don't look for it, and therefore I
do look at it."

"It is certainly an idea," said Sir Walter, smiling, "but what
about the balcony? Balconies are occasionally seen in London."

"But not rivers right under them, as if it was in Venice,"
replied Wilson.

"It is certainly a new idea," repeated Sir Walter, with
something like respect. He had all the love of the luxurious
classes for new ideas. But he also had a critical faculty, and was
inclined to think, after due reflection, that it was a true idea as
well.

Growing dawn had already turned the window panes from black to
gray when Sir Walter got abruptly to his feet. The others rose
also, taking this for a signal that the arrest was to be
undertaken. But their leader stood for a moment in deep thought, as
if conscious that he had come to a parting of the ways.

Suddenly the silence was pierced by a long, wailing cry from the
dark moors outside. The silence that followed it seemed more
startling than the shriek itself, and it lasted until Nolan said,
heavily:

"'Tis the banshee. Somebody is marked for the grave."

His long, large-featured face was as pale as a moon, and it was
easy to remember that he was the only Irishman in the room.

"Well, I know that banshee," said Wilson, cheerfully, "ignorant
as you think I am of these things. I talked to that banshee myself
an hour ago, and I sent that banshee up to the tower and told her
to sing out like that if she could get a glimpse of our friend
writing his proclamation."

"Do you mean that girl Bridget Royce?" asked Morton, drawing his
frosty brows together. "Has she turned king's evidence to that
extent?"

"Yes," answered Wilson. "I know very little of these local
things, you tell me, but I reckon an angry woman is much the same
in all countries."

Nolan, however, seemed still moody and unlike himself. "It's an
ugly noise and an ugly business altogether," he said. "If it's
really the end of Prince Michael it may well be the end of other
things as well. When the spirit is on him he would escape by a
ladder of dead men, and wade through that sea if it were made of
blood."

"Is that the real reason of your pious alarms?" asked Wilson,
with a slight sneer.

The Irishman's pale face blackened with a new passion.

"I have faced as many murderers in County Clare as you ever
fought with in Clapham Junction, Mr. Cockney," he said.

"Hush, please," said Morton, sharply. "Wilson, you have no kind
of right to imply doubt of your superior's conduct. I hope you will
prove yourself as courageous and trustworthy as he has always
been."

The pale face of the red-haired man seemed a shade paler, but he
was silent and composed, and Sir Walter went up to Nolan with
marked courtesy, saying, "Shall we go outside now, and get this
business done?"

Dawn had lifted, leaving a wide chasm of white between a great
gray cloud and the great gray moorland, beyond which the tower was
outlined against the daybreak and the sea.

Something in its plain and primitive shape vaguely suggested the
dawn in the first days of the earth, in some prehistoric time when
even the colors were hardly created, when there was only blank
daylight between cloud and clay. These dead hues were relieved only
by one spot of gold—the spark of the candle alight in the window of
the lonely tower, and burning on into the broadening daylight. As
the group of detectives, followed by a cordon of policemen, spread
out into a crescent to cut off all escape, the light in the tower
flashed as if it were moved for a moment, and then went out. They
knew the man inside had realized the daylight and blown out his
candle.

"There are other windows, aren't there?" asked Morton, "and a
door, of course, somewhere round the corner? Only a round tower has
no corners."

"Another example of my small suggestion," observed Wilson,
quietly. "That queer tower was the first thing I saw when I came to
these parts; and I can tell you a little more about it—or, at any
rate, the outside of it. There are four windows altogether, one a
little way from this one, but just out of sight. Those are both on
the ground floor, and so is the third on the other side, making a
sort of triangle. But the fourth is just above the third, and I
suppose it looks on an upper floor."

"It's only a sort of loft, reached by a ladder, said Nolan.
"I've played in the place when I was a child. It's no more than an
empty shell." And his sad face grew sadder, thinking perhaps of the
tragedy of his country and the part that he played in it.

"The man must have got a table and chair, at any rate," said
Wilson, "but no doubt he could have got those from some cottage. If
I might make a suggestion, sir, I think we ought to approach all
the five entrances at once, so to speak. One of us should go to the
door and one to each window; Macbride here has a ladder for the
upper window."

Mr. Horne Fisher languidly turned to his distinguished relative
and spoke for the first time.

"I am rather a convert to the cockney school of psychology," he
said in an almost inaudible voice.

The others seemed to feel the same influence in different ways,
for the group began to break up in the manner indicated. Morton
moved toward the window immediately in front of them, where the
hidden outlaw had just snuffed the candle; Nolan, a little farther
westward to the next window; while Wilson, followed by Macbride
with the ladder, went round to the two windows at the back. Sir
Walter Carey himself, followed by his secretary, began to walk
round toward the only door, to demand admittance in a more regular
fashion.

"He will be armed, of course," remarked Sir Walter,
casually.

"By all accounts," replied Horne Fisher, "he can do more with a
candlestick than most men with a pistol. But he is pretty sure to
have the pistol, too."

Even as he spoke the question was answered with a tongue of
thunder. Morton had just placed himself in front of the nearest
window, his broad shoulders blocking the aperture. For an instant
it was lit from within as with red fire, followed by a thundering
throng of echoes. The square shoulders seemed to alter in shape,
and the sturdy figure collapsed among the tall, rank grasses at the
foot of the tower. A puff of smoke floated from the window like a
little cloud. The two men behind rushed to the spot and raised him,
but he was dead.

Sir Walter straightened himself and called out something that
was lost in another noise of firing; it was possible that the
police were already avenging their comrade from the other side.
Fisher had already raced round to the next window, and a new cry of
astonishment from him brought his patron to the same spot. Nolan,
the Irish policeman, had also fallen, sprawling all his great
length in the grass, and it was red with his blood. He was still
alive when they reached him, but there was death on his face, and
he was only able to make a final gesture telling them that all was
over; and, with a broken word and a heroic effort, motioning them
on to where his other comrades were besieging the back of the
tower. Stunned by these rapid and repeated shocks, the two men
could only vaguely obey the gesture, and, finding their way to the
other windows at the back, they discovered a scene equally
startling, if less final and tragic. The other two officers were
not dead or mortally wounded, but Macbride lay with a broken leg
and his ladder on top of him, evidently thrown down from the top
window of the tower; while Wilson lay on his face, quite still as
if stunned, with his red head among the gray and silver of the sea
holly. In him, however, the impotence was but momentary, for he
began to move and rise as the others came round the tower.

"My God! it's like an explosion!" cried Sir Walter; and indeed
it was the only word for this unearthly energy, by which one man
had been able to deal death or destruction on three sides of the
same small triangle at the same instant.

Wilson had already scrambled to his feet and with splendid
energy flew again at the window, revolver in hand. He fired twice
into the opening and then disappeared in his own smoke; but the
thud of his feet and the shock of a falling chair told them that
the intrepid Londoner had managed at last to leap into the room.
Then followed a curious silence; and Sir Walter, walking to the
window through the thinning smoke, looked into the hollow shell of
the ancient tower. Except for Wilson, staring around him, there was
nobody there.

The inside of the tower was a single empty room, with nothing
but a plain wooden chair and a table on which were pens, ink and
paper, and the candlestick. Halfway up the high wall there was a
rude timber platform under the upper window, a small loft which was
more like a large shelf. It was reached only by a ladder, and it
seemed to be as bare as the bare walls. Wilson completed his survey
of the place and then went and stared at the things on the table.
Then he silently pointed with his lean forefinger at the open page
of the large notebook. The writer had suddenly stopped writing,
even in the middle of a word.

"I said it was like an explosion," said Sir Walter Carey at
last. "And really the man himself seems to have suddenly exploded.
But he has blown himself up somehow without touching the tower.
He's burst more like a bubble than a bomb."

"He has touched more valuable things than the tower," said
Wilson, gloomily.

There was a long silence, and then Sir Walter said, seriously:
"Well, Mr. Wilson, I am not a detective, and these unhappy
happenings have left you in charge of that branch of the business.
We all lament the cause of this, but I should like to say that I
myself have the strongest confidence in your capacity for carrying
on the work. What do you think we should do next?"

Wilson seemed to rouse himself from his depression and
acknowledged the speaker's words with a warmer civility than he had
hitherto shown to anybody. He called in a few of the police to
assist in routing out the interior, leaving the rest to spread
themselves in a search party outside.

"I think," he said, "the first thing is to make quite sure about
the inside of this place, as it was hardly physically possible for
him to have got outside. I suppose poor Nolan would have brought in
his banshee and said it was supernaturally possible. But I've got
no use for disembodied spirits when I'm dealing with facts. And the
facts before me are an empty tower with a ladder, a chair, and a
table."

"The spiritualists," said Sir Walter, with a smile, "would say
that spirits could find a great deal of use for a table."

"I dare say they could if the spirits were on the table—in a
bottle," replied Wilson, with a curl of his pale lip. "The people
round here, when they're all sodden up with Irish whisky, may
believe in such things. I think they want a little education in
this country."

Horne Fisher's heavy eyelids fluttered in a faint attempt to
rise, as if he were tempted to a lazy protest against the
contemptuous tone of the investigator.

"The Irish believe far too much in spirits to believe in
spiritualism," he murmured. "They know too much about 'em. If you
want a simple and childlike faith in any spirit that comes along
you can get it in your favorite London."

"I don't want to get it anywhere," said Wilson, shortly. "I say
I'm dealing with much simpler things than your simple faith, with a
table and a chair and a ladder. Now what I want to say about them
at the start is this. They are all three made roughly enough of
plain wood. But the table and the chair are fairly new and
comparatively clean. The ladder is covered with dust and there is a
cobweb under the top rung of it. That means that he borrowed the
first two quite recently from some cottage, as we supposed, but the
ladder has been a long time in this rotten old dustbin. Probably it
was part of the original furniture, an heirloom in this magnificent
palace of the Irish kings."

Again Fisher looked at him under his eyelids, but seemed too
sleepy to speak, and Wilson went on with his argument.

"Now it's quite clear that something very odd has just happened
in this place. The chances are ten to one, it seems to me, that it
had something specially to do with this place. Probably he came
here because he could do it only here; it doesn't seem very
inviting otherwise. But the man knew it of old; they say it
belonged to his family, so that altogether, I think, everything
points to something in the construction of the tower itself."

"Your reasoning seems to me excellent," said Sir Walter, who was
listening attentively. "But what could it be?"

"You see now what I mean about the ladder," went on the
detective; "it's the only old piece of furniture here and the first
thing that caught that cockney eye of mine. But there is something
else. That loft up there is a sort of lumber room without any
lumber. So far as I can see, it's as empty as everything else; and,
as things are, I don't see the use of the ladder leading to it. It
seems to me, as I can't find anything unusual down here, that it
might pay us to look up there."

He got briskly off the table on which he was sitting (for the
only chair was allotted to Sir Walter) and ran rapidly up the
ladder to the platform above. He was soon followed by the others,
Mr. Fisher going last, however, with an appearance of considerable
nonchalance.

At this stage, however, they were destined to disappointment;
Wilson nosed in every corner like a terrier and examined the roof
almost in the posture of a fly, but half an hour afterward they had
to confess that they were still without a clew. Sir Walter's
private secretary seemed more and more threatened with
inappropriate slumber, and, having been the last to climb up the
ladder, seemed now to lack the energy even to climb down again.

"Come along, Fisher," called out Sir Walter from below, when the
others had regained the floor. "We must consider whether we'll pull
the whole place to pieces to see what it's made of."

"I'm coming in a minute," said the voice from the ledge above
their heads, a voice somewhat suggestive of an articulate yawn.

"What are you waiting for?" asked Sir Walter, impatiently. "Can
you see anything there?"

"Well, yes, in a way," replied the voice, vaguely. "In fact, I
see it quite plain now."

"What is it?" asked Wilson, sharply, from the table on which he
sat kicking his heels restlessly.

"Well, it's a man," said Horne Fisher.

Wilson bounded off the table as if he had been kicked off it.
"What do you mean?" he cried. "How can you possibly see a man?"

"I can see him through the window," replied the secretary,
mildly. "I see him coming across the moor. He's making a bee line
across the open country toward this tower. He evidently means to
pay us a visit. And, considering who it seems to be, perhaps it
would be more polite if we were all at the door to receive him."
And in a leisurely manner the secretary came down the ladder.

"Who it seems to be!" repeated Sir Walter in astonishment.

"Well, I think it's the man you call Prince Michael," observed
Mr. Fisher, airily. "In fact, I'm sure it is. I've seen the police
portraits of him."

There was a dead silence, and Sir Walter's usually steady brain
seemed to go round like a windmill.

"But, hang it all!" he said at last, "even supposing his own
explosion could have thrown him half a mile away, without passing
through any of the windows, and left him alive enough for a country
walk—even then, why the devil should he walk in this direction? The
murderer does not generally revisit the scene of his crime so
rapidly as all that."

"He doesn't know yet that it is the scene of his crime,"
answered Horne Fisher.

"What on earth do you mean? You credit him with rather singular
absence of mind."

"Well, the truth is, it isn't the scene of his crime," said
Fisher, and went and looked out of the window.

There was another silence, and then Sir Walter said, quietly:
"What sort of notion have you really got in your head, Fisher? Have
you developed a new theory about how this fellow escaped out of the
ring round him?"

"He never escaped at all," answered the man at the window,
without turning round. "He never escaped out of the ring because he
was never inside the ring. He was not in this tower at all, at
least not when we were surrounding it."

He turned and leaned back against the window, but, in spite of
his usual listless manner, they almost fancied that the face in
shadow was a little pale.

"I began to guess something of the sort when we were some way
from the tower," he said. "Did you notice that sort of flash or
flicker the candle gave before it was extinguished? I was almost
certain it was only the last leap the flame gives when a candle
burns itself out. And then I came into this room and I saw
that."

He pointed at the table and Sir Walter caught his breath with a
sort of curse at his own blindness. For the candle in the
candlestick had obviously burned itself away to nothing and left
him, mentally, at least, very completely in the dark.

"Then there is a sort of mathematical question," went on Fisher,
leaning back in his limp way and looking up at the bare walls, as
if tracing imaginary diagrams there. "It's not so easy for a man in
the third angle to face the other two at the same moment,
especially if they are at the base of an isosceles. I am sorry if
it sounds like a lecture on geometry, but—"

"I'm afraid we have no time for it," said Wilson, coldly. "If
this man is really coming back, I must give my orders at once."

"I think I'll go on with it, though," observed Fisher, staring
at the roof with insolent serenity.

"I must ask you, Mr. Fisher, to let me conduct my inquiry on my
own lines," said Wilson, firmly. "I am the officer in charge
now."

"Yes," remarked Horne Fisher, softly, but with an accent that
somehow chilled the hearer. "Yes. But why?"

Sir Walter was staring, for he had never seen his rather
lackadaisical young friend look like that before. Fisher was
looking at Wilson with lifted lids, and the eyes under them seemed
to have shed or shifted a film, as do the eyes of an eagle.

"Why are you the officer in charge now?" he asked. "Why can you
conduct the inquiry on your own lines now? How did it come about, I
wonder, that the elder officers are not here to interfere with
anything you do?"

Nobody spoke, and nobody can say how soon anyone would have
collected his wits to speak when a noise came from without. It was
the heavy and hollow sound of a blow upon the door of the tower,
and to their shaken spirits it sounded strangely like the hammer of
doom.

The wooden door of the tower moved on its rusty hinges under the
hand that struck it and Prince Michael came into the room. Nobody
had the smallest doubt about his identity. His light clothes,
though frayed with his adventures, were of fine and almost foppish
cut, and he wore a pointed beard, or imperial, perhaps as a further
reminiscence of Louis Napoleon; but he was a much taller and more
graceful man that his prototype. Before anyone could speak he had
silenced everyone for an instant with a slight but splendid gesture
of hospitality.

"Gentlemen," he said, "this is a poor place now, but you are
heartily welcome."

Wilson was the first to recover, and he took a stride toward the
newcomer.

"Michael O'Neill, I arrest you in the king's name for the murder
of Francis Morton and James Nolan. It is my duty to warn you—"

"No, no, Mr. Wilson," cried Fisher, suddenly. "You shall not
commit a third murder."

Sir Walter Carey rose from his chair, which fell over with a
crash behind him. "What does all this mean?" he called out in an
authoritative manner.

"It means," said Fisher, "that this man, Hooker Wilson, as soon
as he had put his head in at that window, killed his two comrades
who had put their heads in at the other windows, by firing across
the empty room. That is what it means. And if you want to know,
count how many times he is supposed to have fired and then count
the charges left in his revolver."

Wilson, who was still sitting on the table, abruptly put a hand
out for the weapon that lay beside him. But the next movement was
the most unexpected of all, for the prince standing in the doorway
passed suddenly from the dignity of a statue to the swiftness of an
acrobat and rent the revolver out of the detective's hand.

"You dog!" he cried. "So you are the type of English truth, as I
am of Irish tragedy—you who come to kill me, wading through the
blood of your brethren. If they had fallen in a feud on the
hillside, it would be called murder, and yet your sin might be
forgiven you. But I, who am innocent, I was to be slain with
ceremony. There would be long speeches and patient judges listening
to my vain plea of innocence, noting down my despair and
disregarding it. Yes, that is what I call assassination. But
killing may be no murder; there is one shot left in this little
gun, and I know where it should go."

Wilson turned quickly on the table, and even as he turned he
twisted in agony, for Michael shot him through the body where he
sat, so that he tumbled off the table like lumber.

The police rushed to lift him; Sir Walter stood speechless; and
then, with a strange and weary gesture, Horne Fisher spoke.

"You are indeed a type of the Irish tragedy," he said. "You were
entirely in the right, and you have put yourself in the wrong."

The prince's face was like marble for a space then there dawned
in his eyes a light not unlike that of despair. He laughed suddenly
and flung the smoking pistol on the ground.

"I am indeed in the wrong," he said. "I have committed a crime
that may justly bring a curse on me and my children."

Horne Fisher did not seem entirely satisfied with this very
sudden repentance; he kept his eyes on the man and only said, in a
low voice, "What crime do you mean?"

"I have helped English justice," replied Prince Michael. "I have
avenged your king's officers; I have done the work of his hangman.
For that truly I deserve to be hanged."

And he turned to the police with a gesture that did not so much
surrender to them, but rather command them to arrest him.

This was the story that Horne Fisher told to Harold March, the
journalist, many years after, in a little, but luxurious,
restaurant near Piccadilly. He had invited March to dinner some
time after the affair he called "The Face in the Target," and the
conversation had naturally turned on that mystery and afterward on
earlier memories of Fisher's life and the way in which he was led
to study such problems as those of Prince Michael. Horne Fisher was
fifteen years older; his thin hair had faded to frontal baldness,
and his long, thin hands dropped less with affectation and more
with fatigue. And he told the story of the Irish adventure of his
youth, because it recorded the first occasion on which he had ever
come in contact with crime, or discovered how darkly and how
terribly crime can be entangled with law.

"Hooker Wilson was the first criminal I ever knew, and he was a
policeman," explained Fisher, twirling his wine glass. "And all my
life has been a mixed-up business of the sort. He was a man of very
real talent, and perhaps genius, and well worth studying, both as a
detective and a criminal. His white face and red hair were typical
of him, for he was one of those who are cold and yet on fire for
fame; and he could control anger, but not ambition. He swallowed
the snubs of his superiors in that first quarrel, though he boiled
with resentment; but when he suddenly saw the two heads dark
against the dawn and framed in the two windows, he could not miss
the chance, not only of revenge, but of the removal of the two
obstacles to his promotion. He was a dead shot and counted on
silencing both, though proof against him would have been hard in
any case. But, as a matter of fact, he had a narrow escape, in the
case of Nolan, who lived just long enough to say, 'Wilson' and
point. We thought he was summoning help for his comrade, but he was
really denouncing his murderer. After that it was easy to throw
down the ladder above him (for a man up a ladder cannot see clearly
what is below and behind) and to throw himself on the ground as
another victim of the catastrophe.

"But there was mixed up with his murderous ambition a real
belief, not only in his own talents, but in his own theories. He
did believe in what he called a fresh eye, and he did want scope
for fresh methods. There was something in his view, but it failed
where such things commonly fail, because the fresh eye cannot see
the unseen. It is true about the ladder and the scarecrow, but not
about the life and the soul; and he made a bad mistake about what a
man like Michael would do when he heard a woman scream. All
Michael's very vanity and vainglory made him rush out at once; he
would have walked into Dublin Castle for a lady's glove. Call it
his pose or what you will, but he would have done it. What happened
when he met her is another story, and one we may never know, but
from tales I've heard since, they must have been reconciled. Wilson
was wrong there; but there was something, for all that, in his
notion that the newcomer sees most, and that the man on the spot
may know too much to know anything. He was right about some things.
He was right about me."

"About you?" asked Harold March in some wonder.

"I am the man who knows too much to know anything, or, at any
rate, to do anything," said Horne Fisher. "I don't mean especially
about Ireland. I mean about England. I mean about the whole way we
are governed, and perhaps the only way we can be governed. You
asked me just now what became of the survivors of that tragedy.
Well, Wilson recovered and we managed to persuade him to retire.
But we had to pension that damnable murderer more magnificently
than any hero who ever fought for England. I managed to save
Michael from the worst, but we had to send that perfectly innocent
man to penal servitude for a crime we know he never committed, and
it was only afterward that we could connive in a sneakish way at
his escape. And Sir Walter Carey is Prime Minister of this country,
which he would probably never have been if the truth had been told
of such a horrible scandal in his department. It might have done
for us altogether in Ireland; it would certainly have done for him.
And he is my father's old friend, and has always smothered me with
kindness. I am too tangled up with the whole thing, you see, and I
was certainly never born to set it right. You look distressed, not
to say shocked, and I'm not at all offended at it. Let us change
the subject by all means, if you like. What do you think of this
Burgundy? It's rather a discovery of mine, like the restaurant
itself."

And he proceeded to talk learnedly and luxuriantly on all the
wines of the world; on which subject, also, some moralists would
consider that he knew too much.

 











Chapter 3
THE SOUL OF THE SCHOOLBOY


 

A LARGE map of
London would be needed to display the wild and zigzag course of one
day's journey undertaken by an uncle and his nephew; or, to speak
more truly, of a nephew and his uncle. For the nephew, a schoolboy
on a holiday, was in theory the god in the car, or in the cab,
tram, tube, and so on, while his uncle was at most a priest dancing
before him and offering sacrifices. To put it more soberly, the
schoolboy had something of the stolid air of a young duke doing the
grand tour, while his elderly relative was reduced to the position
of a courier, who nevertheless had to pay for everything like a
patron. The schoolboy was officially known as Summers Minor, and in
a more social manner as Stinks, the only public tribute to his
career as an amateur photographer and electrician. The uncle was
the Rev. Thomas Twyford, a lean and lively old gentleman with a
red, eager face and white hair. He was in the ordinary way a
country clergyman, but he was one of those who achieve the paradox
of being famous in an obscure way, because they are famous in an
obscure world. In a small circle of ecclesiastical archaeologists,
who were the only people who could even understand one another's
discoveries, he occupied a recognized and respectable place. And a
critic might have found even in that day's journey at least as much
of the uncle's hobby as of the nephew's holiday.

His original purpose had been wholly paternal and festive. But,
like many other intelligent people, he was not above the weakness
of playing with a toy to amuse himself, on the theory that it would
amuse a child. His toys were crowns and miters and croziers and
swords of state; and he had lingered over them, telling himself
that the boy ought to see all the sights of London. And at the end
of the day, after a tremendous tea, he rather gave the game away by
winding up with a visit in which hardly any human boy could be
conceived as taking an interest—an underground chamber supposed to
have been a chapel, recently excavated on the north bank of the
Thames, and containing literally nothing whatever but one old
silver coin. But the coin, to those who knew, was more solitary and
splendid than the Koh-i-noor. It was Roman, and was said to bear
the head of St. Paul; and round it raged the most vital
controversies about the ancient British Church. It could hardly be
denied, however, that the controversies left Summers Minor
comparatively cold.

Indeed, the things that interested Summers Minor, and the things
that did not interest him, had mystified and amused his uncle for
several hours. He exhibited the English schoolboy's startling
ignorance and startling knowledge—knowledge of some special
classification in which he can generally correct and confound his
elders. He considered himself entitled, at Hampton Court on a
holiday, to forget the very names of Cardinal Wolsey or William of
Orange; but he could hardly be dragged from some details about the
arrangement of the electric bells in the neighboring hotel. He was
solidly dazed by Westminster Abbey, which is not so unnatural since
that church became the lumber room of the larger and less
successful statuary of the eighteenth century. But he had a magic
and minute knowledge of the Westminster omnibuses, and indeed of
the whole omnibus system of London, the colors and numbers of which
he knew as a herald knows heraldry. He would cry out against a
momentary confusion between a light-green Paddington and a
dark-green Bayswater vehicle, as his uncle would at the
identification of a Greek ikon and a Roman image.

"Do you collect omnibuses like stamps?" asked his uncle. "They
must need a rather large album. Or do you keep them in your
locker?"

"I keep them in my head," replied the nephew, with legitimate
firmness.

"It does you credit, I admit," replied the clergyman. "I suppose
it were vain to ask for what purpose you have learned that out of a
thousand things. There hardly seems to be a career in it, unless
you could be permanently on the pavement to prevent old ladies
getting into the wrong bus. Well, we must get out of this one, for
this is our place. I want to show you what they call St. Paul's
Penny."

"Is it like St. Paul's Cathedral?" asked the youth with
resignation, as they alighted.

At the entrance their eyes were arrested by a singular figure
evidently hovering there with a similar anxiety to enter. It was
that of a dark, thin man in a long black robe rather like a
cassock; but the black cap on his head was of too strange a shape
to be a biretta. It suggested, rather, some archaic headdress of
Persia or Babylon. He had a curious black beard appearing only at
the corners of his chin, and his large eyes were oddly set in his
face like the flat decorative eyes painted in old Egyptian
profiles. Before they had gathered more than a general impression
of him, he had dived into the doorway that was their own
destination.

Nothing could be seen above ground of the sunken sanctuary
except a strong wooden hut, of the sort recently run up for many
military and official purposes, the wooden floor of which was
indeed a mere platform over the excavated cavity below. A soldier
stood as a sentry outside, and a superior soldier, an Anglo-Indian
officer of distinction, sat writing at the desk inside. Indeed, the
sightseers soon found that this particular sight was surrounded
with the most extraordinary precautions. I have compared the silver
coin to the Koh-i-noor, and in one sense it was even conventionally
comparable, since by a historical accident it was at one time
almost counted among the Crown jewels, or at least the Crown
relics, until one of the royal princes publicly restored it to the
shrine to which it was supposed to belong. Other causes combined to
concentrate official vigilance upon it; there had been a scare
about spies carrying explosives in small objects, and one of those
experimental orders which pass like waves over bureaucracy had
decreed first that all visitors should change their clothes for a
sort of official sackcloth, and then (when this method caused some
murmurs) that they should at least turn out their pockets. Colonel
Morris, the officer in charge, was a short, active man with a grim
and leathery face, but a lively and humorous eye—a contradiction
borne out by his conduct, for he at once derided the safeguards and
yet insisted on them.

"I don't care a button myself for Paul's Penny, or such things,"
he admitted in answer to some antiquarian openings from the
clergyman who was slightly acquainted with him, "but I wear the
King's coat, you know, and it's a serious thing when the King's
uncle leaves a thing here with his own hands under my charge. But
as for saints and relics and things, I fear I'm a bit of a
Voltairian; what you would call a skeptic."

"I'm not sure it's even skeptical to believe in the royal family
and not in the 'Holy' Family," replied Mr. Twyford. "But, of
course, I can easily empty my pockets, to show I don't carry a
bomb."

The little heap of the parson's possessions which he left on the
table consisted chiefly of papers, over and above a pipe and a
tobacco pouch and some Roman and Saxon coins. The rest were
catalogues of old books, and pamphlets, like one entitled "The Use
of Sarum," one glance at which was sufficient both for the colonel
and the schoolboy. They could not see the use of Sarum at all. The
contents of the boy's pockets naturally made a larger heap, and
included marbles, a ball of string, an electric torch, a magnet, a
small catapult, and, of course, a large pocketknife, almost to be
described as a small tool box, a complex apparatus on which he
seemed disposed to linger, pointing out that it included a pair of
nippers, a tool for punching holes in wood, and, above all, an
instrument for taking stones out of a horse's hoof. The comparative
absence of any horse he appeared to regard as irrelevant, as if it
were a mere appendage easily supplied. But when the turn came of
the gentleman in the black gown, he did not turn out his pockets,
but merely spread out his hands.

"I have no possessions," he said.

"I'm afraid I must ask you to empty your pockets and make sure,"
observed the colonel, gruffly.

"I have no pockets," said the stranger.

Mr. Twyford was looking at the long black gown with a learned
eye.

"Are you a monk?" he asked, in a puzzled fashion.

"I am a magus," replied the stranger. "You have heard of the
magi, perhaps? I am a magician."

"Oh, I say!" exclaimed Summers Minor, with prominent eyes.

"But I was once a monk," went on the other. "I am what you would
call an escaped monk. Yes, I have escaped into eternity. But the
monks held one truth at least, that the highest life should be
without possessions. I have no pocket money and no pockets, and all
the stars are my trinkets."

"They are out of reach, anyhow," observed Colonel Morris, in a
tone which suggested that it was well for them. "I've known a good
many magicians myself in India—mango plant and all. But the Indian
ones are all frauds, I'll swear. In fact, I had a good deal of fun
showing them up. More fun than I have over this dreary job, anyhow.
But here comes Mr. Symon, who will show you over the old cellar
downstairs."

Mr. Symon, the official guardian and guide, was a young man,
prematurely gray, with a grave mouth which contrasted curiously
with a very small, dark mustache with waxed points, that seemed
somehow, separate from it, as if a black fly had settled on his
face. He spoke with the accent of Oxford and the permanent
official, but in as dead a fashion as the most indifferent hired
guide. They descended a dark stone staircase, at the floor of which
Symon pressed a button and a door opened on a dark room, or,
rather, a room which had an instant before been dark. For almost as
the heavy iron door swung open an almost blinding blaze of electric
lights filled the whole interior. The fitful enthusiasm of Stinks
at once caught fire, and he eagerly asked if the lights and the
door worked together.

"Yes, it's all one system," replied Symon. "It was all fitted up
for the day His Royal Highness deposited the thing here. You see,
it's locked up behind a glass case exactly as he left it."

A glance showed that the arrangements for guarding the treasure
were indeed as strong as they were simple. A single pane of glass
cut off one corner of the room, in an iron framework let into the
rock walls and the wooden roof above; there was now no possibility
of reopening the case without elaborate labor, except by breaking
the glass, which would probably arouse the night watchman who was
always within a few feet of it, even if he had fallen asleep. A
close examination would have showed many more ingenious safeguards;
but the eye of the Rev. Thomas Twyford, at least, was already
riveted on what interested him much more—the dull silver disk which
shone in the white light against a plain background of black
velvet.

"St. Paul's Penny, said to commemorate the visit of St. Paul to
Britain, was probably preserved in this chapel until the eighth
century," Symon was saying in his clear but colorless voice. "In
the ninth century it is supposed to have been carried away by the
barbarians, and it reappears, after the conversion of the northern
Goths, in the possession of the royal family of Gothland. His Royal
Highness, the Duke of Gothland, retained it always in his own
private custody, and when he decided to exhibit it to the public,
placed it here with his own hand. It was immediately sealed up in
such a manner—"

Unluckily at this point Summers Minor, whose attention had
somewhat strayed from the religious wars of the ninth century,
caught sight of a short length of wire appearing in a broken patch
in the wall. He precipitated himself at it, calling out, "I say,
does that connect?"

It was evident that it did connect, for no sooner had the boy
given it a twitch than the whole room went black, as if they had
all been struck blind, and an instant afterward they heard the dull
crash of the closing door.

"Well, you've done it now," said Symon, in his tranquil fashion.
Then after a pause he added, "I suppose they'll miss us sooner or
later, and no doubt they can get it open; but it may take some
little time."

There was a silence, and then the unconquerable Stinks
observed:

"Rotten that I had to leave my electric torch."

"I think," said his uncle, with restraint, "that we are
sufficiently convinced of your interest in electricity."

Then after a pause he remarked, more amiably: "I suppose if I
regretted any of my own impedimenta, it would be the pipe. Though,
as a matter of fact, it's not much fun smoking in the dark.
Everything seems different in the dark."

"Everything is different in the dark," said a third voice, that
of the man who called himself a magician. It was a very musical
voice, and rather in contrast with his sinister and swarthy visage,
which was now invisible. "Perhaps you don't know how terrible a
truth that is. All you see are pictures made by the sun, faces and
furniture and flowers and trees. The things themselves may be quite
strange to you. Something else may be standing now where you saw a
table or a chair. The face of your friend may be quite different in
the dark."

A short, indescribable noise broke the stillness. Twyford
started for a second, and then said, sharply:

"Really, I don't think it's a suitable occasion for trying to
frighten a child."

"Who's a child?" cried the indignant Summers, with a voice that
had a crow, but also something of a crack in it. "And who's a funk,
either? Not me."

"I will be silent, then," said the other voice out of the
darkness. "But silence also makes and unmakes."

The required silence remained unbroken for a long time until at
last the clergyman said to Symon in a low voice:

"I suppose it's all right about air?"

"Oh, yes," replied the other aloud; "there's a fireplace and a
chimney in the office just by the door."

A bound and the noise of a falling chair told them that the
irrepressible rising generation had once more thrown itself across
the room. They heard the ejaculation: "A chimney! Why, I'll be—"
and the rest was lost in muffled, but exultant, cries.

The uncle called repeatedly and vainly, groped his way at last
to the opening, and, peering up it, caught a glimpse of a disk of
daylight, which seemed to suggest that the fugitive had vanished in
safety. Making his way back to the group by the glass case, he fell
over the fallen chair and took a moment to collect himself again.
He had opened his mouth to speak to Symon, when he stopped, and
suddenly found himself blinking in the full shock of the white
light, and looking over the other man's shoulder, he saw that the
door was standing open.

"So they've got at us at last," he observed to Symon.

The man in the black robe was leaning against the wall some
yards away, with a smile carved on his face.

"Here comes Colonel Morris," went on Twyford, still speaking to
Symon. "One of us will have to tell him how the light went out.
Will you?"

But Symon still said nothing. He was standing as still as a
statue, and looking steadily at the black velvet behind the glass
screen. He was looking at the black velvet because there was
nothing else to look at. St. Paul's Penny was gone.

Colonel Morris entered the room with two new visitors;
presumably two new sightseers delayed by the accident. The foremost
was a tall, fair, rather languid-looking man with a bald brow and a
high-bridged nose; his companion was a younger man with light,
curly hair and frank, and even innocent, eyes. Symon scarcely
seemed to hear the newcomers; it seemed almost as if he had not
realized that the return of the light revealed his brooding
attitude. Then he started in a guilty fashion, and when he saw the
elder of the two strangers, his pale face seemed to turn a shade
paler.

"Why it's Horne Fisher!" and then after a pause he said in a low
voice, "I'm in the devil of a hole, Fisher."

"There does seem a bit of a mystery to be cleared up," observed
the gentleman so addressed.

"It will never be cleared up," said the pale Symon. "If anybody
could clear it up, you could. But nobody could."

"I rather think I could," said another voice from outside the
group, and they turned in surprise to realize that the man in the
black robe had spoken again.

"You!" said the colonel, sharply. "And how do you propose to
play the detective?"

"I do not propose to play the detective," answered the other, in
a clear voice like a bell. "I propose to play the magician. One of
the magicians you show up in India, Colonel."

No one spoke for a moment, and then Horne Fisher surprised
everybody by saying, "Well, let's go upstairs, and this gentleman
can have a try."

He stopped Symon, who had an automatic finger on the button,
saying: "No, leave all the lights on. It's a sort of
safeguard."

"The thing can't be taken away now," said Symon, bitterly.

"It can be put back," replied Fisher.

Twyford had already run upstairs for news of his vanishing
nephew, and he received news of him in a way that at once puzzled
and reassured him. On the floor above lay one of those large paper
darts which boys throw at each other when the schoolmaster is out
of the room. It had evidently been thrown in at the window, and on
being unfolded displayed a scrawl of bad handwriting which ran:
"Dear Uncle; I am all right. Meet you at the hotel later on," and
then the signature.

Insensibly comforted by this, the clergyman found his thoughts
reverting voluntarily to his favorite relic, which came a good
second in his sympathies to his favorite nephew, and before he knew
where he was he found himself encircled by the group discussing its
loss, and more or less carried away on the current of their
excitement. But an undercurrent of query continued to run in his
mind, as to what had really happened to the boy, and what was the
boy's exact definition of being all right.

Meanwhile Horne Fisher had considerably puzzled everybody with
his new tone and attitude. He had talked to the colonel about the
military and mechanical arrangements, and displayed a remarkable
knowledge both of the details of discipline and the technicalities
of electricity. He had talked to the clergyman, and shown an
equally surprising knowledge of the religious and historical
interests involved in the relic. He had talked to the man who
called himself a magician, and not only surprised but scandalized
the company by an equally sympathetic familiarity with the most
fantastic forms of Oriental occultism and psychic experiment. And
in this last and least respectable line of inquiry he was evidently
prepared to go farthest; he openly encouraged the magician, and was
plainly prepared to follow the wildest ways of investigation in
which that magus might lead him.

"How would you begin now?" he inquired, with an anxious
politeness that reduced the colonel to a congestion of rage.

"It is all a question of a force; of establishing communications
for a force," replied that adept, affably, ignoring some military
mutterings about the police force. "It is what you in the West used
to call animal magnetism, but it is much more than that. I had
better not say how much more. As to setting about it, the usual
method is to throw some susceptible person into a trance, which
serves as a sort of bridge or cord of communication, by which the
force beyond can give him, as it were, an electric shock, and
awaken his higher senses. It opens the sleeping eye of the
mind."

"I'm suspectible," said Fisher, either with simplicity or with a
baffling irony. "Why not open my mind's eye for me? My friend
Harold March here will tell you I sometimes see things, even in the
dark."

"Nobody sees anything except in the dark," said the
magician.

Heavy clouds of sunset were closing round the wooden hut,
enormous clouds, of which only the corners could be seen in the
little window, like purple horns and tails, almost as if some huge
monsters were prowling round the place. But the purple was already
deepening to dark gray; it would soon be night.

"Do not light the lamp," said the magus with quiet authority,
arresting a movement in that direction. "I told you before that
things happen only in the dark."

How such a topsy-turvy scene ever came to be tolerated in the
colonel's office, of all places, was afterward a puzzle in the
memory of many, including the colonel. They recalled it like a sort
of nightmare, like something they could not control. Perhaps there
was really a magnetism about the mesmerist; perhaps there was even
more magnetism about the man mesmerized. Anyhow, the man was being
mesmerized, for Horne Fisher had collapsed into a chair with his
long limbs loose and sprawling and his eyes staring at vacancy; and
the other man was mesmerizing him, making sweeping movements with
his darkly draped arms as if with black wings. The colonel had
passed the point of explosion, and he dimly realized that eccentric
aristocrats are allowed their fling. He comforted himself with the
knowledge that he had already sent for the police, who would break
up any such masquerade, and with lighting a cigar, the red end of
which, in the gathering darkness, glowed with protest.

"Yes, I see pockets," the man in the trance was saying. "I see
many pockets, but they are all empty. No; I see one pocket that is
not empty."

There was a faint stir in the stillness, and the magician said,
"Can you see what is in the pocket?"

"Yes," answered the other; "there are two bright things. I think
they are two bits of steel. One of the pieces of steel is bent or
crooked."

"Have they been used in the removal of the relic from
downstairs?"

"Yes."

There was another pause and the inquirer added, "Do you see
anything of the relic itself?"

"I see something shining on the floor, like the shadow or the
ghost of it. It is over there in the corner beyond the desk."

There was a movement of men turning and then a sudden stillness,
as of their stiffening, for over in the corner on the wooden floor
there was really a round spot of pale light. It was the only spot
of light in the room. The cigar had gone out.

"It points the way," came the voice of the oracle. "The spirits
are pointing the way to penitence, and urging the thief to
restitution. I can see nothing more." His voice trailed off into a
silence that lasted solidly for many minutes, like the long silence
below when the theft had been committed. Then it was broken by the
ring of metal on the floor, and the sound of something spinning and
falling like a tossed halfpenny.

"Light the lamp!" cried Fisher in a loud and even jovial voice,
leaping to his feet with far less languor than usual. "I must be
going now, but I should like to see it before I go. Why, I came on
purpose to see it."

The lamp was lit, and he did see it, for St. Paul's Penny was
lying on the floor at his feet.

"Oh, as for that," explained Fisher, when he was entertaining
March and Twyford at lunch about a month later, "I merely wanted to
play with the magician at his own game."

"I thought you meant to catch him in his own trap," said
Twyford. "I can't make head or tail of anything yet, but to my mind
he was always the suspect. I don't think he was necessarily a thief
in the vulgar sense. The police always seem to think that silver is
stolen for the sake of silver, but a thing like that might well be
stolen out of some religious mania. A runaway monk turned mystic
might well want it for some mystical purpose."

"No," replied Fisher, "the runaway monk is not a thief. At any
rate he is not the thief. And he's not altogether a liar, either.
He said one true thing at least that night."

"And what was that?" inquired March.

"He said it was all magnetism. As a matter of fact, it was done
by means of a magnet." Then, seeing they still looked puzzled, he
added, "It was that toy magnet belonging to your nephew, Mr.
Twyford."

"But I don't understand," objected March. "If it was done with
the schoolboy's magnet, I suppose it was done by the
schoolboy."

"Well," replied Fisher, reflectively, "it rather depends which
schoolboy."

"What on earth do you mean?"

"The soul of a schoolboy is a curious thing," Fisher continued,
in a meditative manner. "It can survive a great many things besides
climbing out of a chimney. A man can grow gray in great campaigns,
and still have the soul of a schoolboy. A man can return with a
great reputation from India and be put in charge of a great public
treasure, and still have the soul of a schoolboy, waiting to be
awakened by an accident. And it is ten times more so when to the
schoolboy you add the skeptic, who is generally a sort of stunted
schoolboy. You said just now that things might be done by religious
mania. Have you ever heard of irreligious mania? I assure you it
exists very violently, especially in men who like showing up
magicians in India. But here the skeptic had the temptation of
showing up a much more tremendous sham nearer home."

A light came into Harold March's eyes as he suddenly saw, as if
afar off, the wider implication of the suggestion. But Twyford was
still wrestling with one problem at a time.

"Do you really mean," he said, "that Colonel Morris took the
relic?"

"He was the only person who could use the magnet," replied
Fisher. "In fact, your obliging nephew left him a number of things
he could use. He had a ball of string, and an instrument for making
a hole in the wooden floor—I made a little play with that hole in
the floor in my trance, by the way; with the lights left on below,
it shone like a new shilling." Twyford suddenly bounded on his
chair. "But in that case," he cried, in a new and altered voice,
"why then of course— You said a piece of steel—?"

"I said there were two pieces of steel," said Fisher. "The bent
piece of steel was the boy's magnet. The other was the relic in the
glass case."

"But that is silver," answered the archaeologist, in a voice now
almost unrecognizable.

"Oh," replied Fisher, soothingly, "I dare say it was painted
with silver a little."

There was a heavy silence, and at last Harold March said, "But
where is the real relic?"

"Where it has been for five years," replied Horne Fisher, "in
the possession of a mad millionaire named Vandam, in Nebraska.
There was a playful little photograph about him in a society paper
the other day, mentioning his delusion, and saying he was always
being taken in about relics."

Harold March frowned at the tablecloth; then, after an interval,
he said: "I think I understand your notion of how the thing was
actually done; according to that, Morris just made a hole and
fished it up with a magnet at the end of a string. Such a monkey
trick looks like mere madness, but I suppose he was mad, partly
with the boredom of watching over what he felt was a fraud, though
he couldn't prove it. Then came a chance to prove it, to himself at
least, and he had what he called 'fun' with it. Yes, I think I see
a lot of details now. But it's just the whole thing that knocks me.
How did it all come to be like that?"

Fisher was looking at him with level lids and an immovable
manner.

"Every precaution was taken," he said. "The Duke carried the
relic on his own person, and locked it up in the case with his own
hands."

March was silent; but Twyford stammered. "I don't understand
you. You give me the creeps. Why don't you speak plainer?"

"If I spoke plainer you would understand me less," said Horne
Fisher.

"All the same I should try," said March, still without lifting
his head.

"Oh, very well," replied Fisher, with a sigh; "the plain truth
is, of course, that it's a bad business. Everybody knows it's a bad
business who knows anything about it. But it's always happening,
and in one way one can hardly blame them. They get stuck on to a
foreign princess that's as stiff as a Dutch doll, and they have
their fling. In this case it was a pretty big fling."

The face of the Rev. Thomas Twyford certainly suggested that he
was a little out of his depth in the seas of truth, but as the
other went on speaking vaguely the old gentleman's features
sharpened and set.

"If it were some decent morganatic affair I wouldn't say; but he
must have been a fool to throw away thousands on a woman like that.
At the end it was sheer blackmail; but it's something that the old
ass didn't get it out of the taxpayers. He could only get it out of
the Yank, and there you are."

The Rev. Thomas Twyford had risen to his feet.

"Well, I'm glad my nephew had nothing to do with it," he said.
"And if that's what the world is like, I hope he will never have
anything to do with it."

"I hope not," answered Horne Fisher. "No one knows so well as I
do that one can have far too much to do with it."

For Summers Minor had indeed nothing to do with it; and it is
part of his higher significance that he has really nothing to do
with the story, or with any such stories. The boy went like a
bullet through the tangle of this tale of crooked politics and
crazy mockery and came out on the other side, pursuing his own
unspoiled purposes. From the top of the chimney he climbed he had
caught sight of a new omnibus, whose color and name he had never
known, as a naturalist might see a new bird or a botanist a new
flower. And he had been sufficiently enraptured in rushing after
it, and riding away upon that fairy ship.

 











Chapter 4
THE BOTTOMLESS WELL


 

IN an oasis, or
green island, in the red and yellow seas of sand that stretch
beyond Europe toward the sunrise, there can be found a rather
fantastic contrast, which is none the less typical of such a place,
since international treaties have made it an outpost of the British
occupation. The site is famous among archaeologists for something
that is hardly a monument, but merely a hole in the ground. But it
is a round shaft, like that of a well, and probably a part of some
great irrigation works of remote and disputed date, perhaps more
ancient than anything in that ancient land. There is a green fringe
of palm and prickly pear round the black mouth of the well; but
nothing of the upper masonry remains except two bulky and battered
stones standing like the pillars of a gateway of nowhere, in which
some of the more transcendental archaeologists, in certain moods at
moonrise or sunset, think they can trace the faint lines of figures
or features of more than Babylonian monstrosity; while the more
rationalistic archaeologists, in the more rational hours of
daylight, see nothing but two shapeless rocks. It may have been
noticed, however, that all Englishmen are not archaeologists. Many
of those assembled in such a place for official and military
purposes have hobbies other than archaeology. And it is a solemn
fact that the English in this Eastern exile have contrived to make
a small golf links out of the green scrub and sand; with a
comfortable clubhouse at one end of it and this primeval monument
at the other. They did not actually use this archaic abyss as a
bunker, because it was by tradition unfathomable, and even for
practical purposes unfathomed. Any sporting projectile sent into it
might be counted most literally as a lost ball. But they often
sauntered round it in their interludes of talking and smoking
cigarettes, and one of them had just come down from the clubhouse
to find another gazing somewhat moodily into the well.

Both the Englishmen wore light clothes and white pith helmets
and puggrees, but there, for the most part, their resemblance
ended. And they both almost simultaneously said the same word, but
they said it on two totally different notes of the voice.

"Have you heard the news?" asked the man from the club.
"Splendid."

"Splendid," replied the man by the well. But the first man
pronounced the word as a young man might say it about a woman, and
the second as an old man might say it about the weather, not
without sincerity, but certainly without fervor.

And in this the tone of the two men was sufficiently typical of
them. The first, who was a certain Captain Boyle, was of a bold and
boyish type, dark, and with a sort of native heat in his face that
did not belong to the atmosphere of the East, but rather to the
ardors and ambitions of the West. The other was an older man and
certainly an older resident, a civilian official—Horne Fisher; and
his drooping eyelids and drooping light mustache expressed all the
paradox of the Englishman in the East. He was much too hot to be
anything but cool.

Neither of them thought it necessary to mention what it was that
was splendid. That would indeed have been superfluous conversation
about something that everybody knew. The striking victory over a
menacing combination of Turks and Arabs in the north, won by troops
under the command of Lord Hastings, the veteran of so many striking
victories, was already spread by the newspapers all over the
Empire, let alone to this small garrison so near to the
battlefield.

"Now, no other nation in the world could have done a thing like
that," cried Captain Boyle, emphatically.

Horne Fisher was still looking silently into the well; a moment
later he answered: "We certainly have the art of unmaking mistakes.
That's where the poor old Prussians went wrong. They could only
make mistakes and stick to them. There is really a certain talent
in unmaking a mistake."

"What do you mean," asked Boyle, "what mistakes?"

"Well, everybody knows it looked like biting off more than he
could chew," replied Horne Fisher. It was a peculiarity of Mr.
Fisher that he always said that everybody knew things which about
one person in two million was ever allowed to hear of. "And it was
certainly jolly lucky that Travers turned up so well in the nick of
time. Odd how often the right thing's been done for us by the
second in command, even when a great man was first in command. Like
Colborne at Waterloo."

"It ought to add a whole province to the Empire," observed the
other.

"Well, I suppose the Zimmernes would have insisted on it as far
as the canal," observed Fisher, thoughtfully, "though everybody
knows adding provinces doesn't always pay much nowadays."

Captain Boyle frowned in a slightly puzzled fashion. Being
cloudily conscious of never having heard of the Zimmernes in his
life, he could only remark, stolidly:

"Well, one can't be a Little Englander."

Horne Fisher smiled, and he had a pleasant smile.

"Every man out here is a Little Englander," he said. "He wishes
he were back in Little England."

"I don't know what you're talking about, I'm afraid," said the
younger man, rather suspiciously. "One would think you didn't
really admire Hastings or—or—anything."

"I admire him no end," replied Fisher. "He's by far the best man
for this post; he understands the Moslems and can do anything with
them. That's why I'm all against pushing Travers against him,
merely because of this last affair."

"I really don't understand what you're driving at," said the
other, frankly.

"Perhaps it isn't worth understanding," answered Fisher,
lightly, "and, anyhow, we needn't talk politics. Do you know the
Arab legend about that well?"

"I'm afraid I don't know much about Arab legends," said Boyle,
rather stiffly.

"That's rather a mistake," replied Fisher, "especially from your
point of view. Lord Hastings himself is an Arab legend. That is
perhaps the very greatest thing he really is. If his reputation
went it would weaken us all over Asia and Africa. Well, the story
about that hole in the ground, that goes down nobody knows where,
has always fascinated me, rather. It's Mohammedan in form now, but
I shouldn't wonder if the tale is a long way older than Mohammed.
It's all about somebody they call the Sultan Aladdin, not our
friend of the lamp, of course, but rather like him in having to do
with genii or giants or something of that sort. They say he
commanded the giants to build him a sort of pagoda, rising higher
and higher above all the stars. The Utmost for the Highest, as the
people said when they built the Tower of Babel. But the builders of
the Tower of Babel were quite modest and domestic people, like
mice, compared with old Aladdin. They only wanted a tower that
would reach heaven— a mere trifle. He wanted a tower that would
pass heaven and rise above it, and go on rising for ever and ever.
And Allah cast him down to earth with a thunderbolt, which sank
into the earth, boring a hole deeper and deeper, till it made a
well that was without a bottom as the tower was to have been
without a top. And down that inverted tower of darkness the soul of
the proud Sultan is falling forever and ever."

"What a queer chap you are," said Boyle. "You talk as if a
fellow could believe those fables."

"Perhaps I believe the moral and not the fable," answered
Fisher. "But here comes Lady Hastings. You know her, I think."

The clubhouse on the golf links was used, of course, for many
other purposes besides that of golf. It was the only social center
of the garrison beside the strictly military headquarters; it had a
billiard room and a bar, and even an excellent reference library
for those officers who were so perverse as to take their profession
seriously. Among these was the great general himself, whose head of
silver and face of bronze, like that of a brazen eagle, were often
to be found bent over the charts and folios of the library. The
great Lord Hastings believed in science and study, as in other
severe ideals of life, and had given much paternal advice on the
point to young Boyle, whose appearances in that place of research
were rather more intermittent. It was from one of these snatches of
study that the young man had just come out through the glass doors
of the library on to the golf links. But, above all, the club was
so appointed as to serve the social conveniences of ladies at least
as much as gentlemen, and Lady Hastings was able to play the queen
in such a society almost as much as in her own ballroom. She was
eminently calculated and, as some said, eminently inclined to play
such a part. She was much younger than her husband, an attractive
and sometimes dangerously attractive lady; and Mr. Horne Fisher
looked after her a little sardonically as she swept away with the
young soldier. Then his rather dreary eye strayed to the green and
prickly growths round the well, growths of that curious cactus
formation in which one thick leaf grows directly out of the other
without stalk or twig. It gave his fanciful mind a sinister feeling
of a blind growth without shape or purpose. A flower or shrub in
the West grows to the blossom which is its crown, and is content.
But this was as if hands could grow out of hands or legs grow out
of legs in a nightmare. "Always adding a province to the Empire,"
he said, with a smile, and then added, more sadly, "but I doubt if
I was right, after all!"

A strong but genial voice broke in on his meditations and he
looked up and smiled, seeing the face of an old friend. The voice
was, indeed, rather more genial than the face, which was at the
first glance decidedly grim. It was a typically legal face, with
angular jaws and heavy, grizzled eyebrows; and it belonged to an
eminently legal character, though he was now attached in a
semimilitary capacity to the police of that wild district. Cuthbert
Grayne was perhaps more of a criminologist than either a lawyer or
a policeman, but in his more barbarous surroundings he had proved
successful in turning himself into a practical combination of all
three. The discovery of a whole series of strange Oriental crimes
stood to his credit. But as few people were acquainted with, or
attracted to, such a hobby or branch of knowledge, his intellectual
life was somewhat solitary. Among the few exceptions was Horne
Fisher, who had a curious capacity for talking to almost anybody
about almost anything.

"Studying botany, or is it archaeology?" inquired Grayne. "I
shall never come to the end of your interests, Fisher. I should say
that what you don't know isn't worth knowing."

"You are wrong," replied Fisher, with a very unusual abruptness,
and even bitterness. "It's what I do know that isn't worth knowing.
All the seamy side of things, all the secret reasons and rotten
motives and bribery and blackmail they call politics. I needn't be
so proud of having been down all these sewers that I should brag
about it to the little boys in the street."

"What do you mean? What's the matter with you?" asked his
friend. "I never knew you taken like this before."

"I'm ashamed of myself," replied Fisher. "I've just been
throwing cold water on the enthusiasms of a boy."

"Even that explanation is hardly exhaustive," observed the
criminal expert.

"Damned newspaper nonsense the enthusiasms were, of course,"
continued Fisher, "but I ought to know that at that age illusions
can be ideals. And they're better than the reality, anyhow. But
there is one very ugly responsibility about jolting a young man out
of the rut of the most rotten ideal."

"And what may that be?" inquired his friend.

"It's very apt to set him off with the same energy in a much
worse direction," answered Fisher; "a pretty endless sort of
direction, a bottomless pit as deep as the bottomless well."

Fisher did not see his friend until a fortnight later, when he
found himself in the garden at the back of the clubhouse on the
opposite side from the links, a garden heavily colored and scented
with sweet semitropical plants in the glow of a desert sunset. Two
other men were with him, the third being the now celebrated second
in command, familiar to everybody as Tom Travers, a lean, dark man,
who looked older than his years, with a furrow in his brow and
something morose about the very shape of his black mustache. They
had just been served with black coffee by the Arab now officiating
as the temporary servant of the club, though he was a figure
already familiar, and even famous, as the old servant of the
general. He went by the name of Said, and was notable among other
Semites for that unnatural length of his yellow face and height of
his narrow forehead which is sometimes seen among them, and gave an
irrational impression of something sinister, in spite of his
agreeable smile.

"I never feel as if I could quite trust that fellow," said
Grayne, when the man had gone away. "It's very unjust, I take it,
for he was certainly devoted to Hastings, and saved his life, they
say. But Arabs are often like that, loyal to one man. I can't help
feeling he might cut anybody else's throat, and even do it
treacherously."

"Well," said Travers, with a rather sour smile, "so long as he
leaves Hastings alone the world won't mind much."

There was a rather embarrassing silence, full of memories of the
great battle, and then Horne Fisher said, quietly:

"The newspapers aren't the world, Tom. Don't you worry about
them. Everybody in your world knows the truth well enough."

"I think we'd better not talk about the general just now,"
remarked Grayne, "for he's just coming out of the club."

"He's not coming here," said Fisher. "He's only seeing his wife
to the car."

As he spoke, indeed, the lady came out on the steps of the club,
followed by her husband, who then went swiftly in front of her to
open the garden gate. As he did so she turned back and spoke for a
moment to a solitary man still sitting in a cane chair in the
shadow of the doorway, the only man left in the deserted club save
for the three that lingered in the garden. Fisher peered for a
moment into the shadow, and saw that it was Captain Boyle.

The next moment, rather to their surprise, the general
reappeared and, remounting the steps, spoke a word or two to Boyle
in his turn. Then he signaled to Said, who hurried up with two cups
of coffee, and the two men re-entered the club, each carrying his
cup in his hand. The next moment a gleam of white light in the
growing darkness showed that the electric lamps had been turned on
in the library beyond.

"Coffee and scientific researches," said Travers, grimly. "All
the luxuries of learning and theoretical research. Well, I must be
going, for I have my work to do as well." And he got up rather
stiffly, saluted his companions, and strode away into the dusk.

"I only hope Boyle is sticking to scientific researches," said
Horne Fisher. "I'm not very comfortable about him myself. But let's
talk about something else."

They talked about something else longer than they probably
imagined, until the tropical night had come and a splendid moon
painted the whole scene with silver; but before it was bright
enough to see by Fisher had already noted that the lights in the
library had been abruptly extinguished. He waited for the two men
to come out by the garden entrance, but nobody came.

"They must have gone for a stroll on the links," he said.

"Very possibly," replied Grayne. "It's going to be a beautiful
night."

A moment or two after he had spoken they heard a voice hailing
them out of the shadow of the clubhouse, and were astonished to
perceive Travers hurrying toward them, calling out as he came:

"I shall want your help, you fellows," he cried. "There's
something pretty bad out on the links."

They found themselves plunging through the club smoking room and
the library beyond, in complete darkness, mental as well as
material. But Horne Fisher, in spite of his affectation of
indifference, was a person of a curious and almost transcendental
sensibility to atmospheres, and he already felt the presence of
something more than an accident. He collided with a piece of
furniture in the library, and almost shuddered with the shock, for
the thing moved as he could never have fancied a piece of furniture
moving. It seemed to move like a living thing, yielding and yet
striking back. The next moment Grayne had turned on the lights, and
he saw he had only stumbled against one of the revolving bookstands
that had swung round and struck him; but his involuntary recoil had
revealed to him his own subconscious sense of something mysterious
and monstrous. There were several of these revolving bookcases
standing here and there about the library; on one of them stood the
two cups of coffee, and on another a large open book. It was
Budge's book on Egyptian hieroglyphics, with colored plates of
strange birds and gods, and even as he rushed past, he was
conscious of something odd about the fact that this, and not any
work of military science, should be open in that place at that
moment. He was even conscious of the gap in the well-lined
bookshelf from which it had been taken, and it seemed almost to
gape at him in an ugly fashion, like a gap in the teeth of some
sinister face.

A run brought them in a few minutes to the other side of the
ground in front of the bottomless well, and a few yards from it, in
a moonlight almost as broad as daylight, they saw what they had
come to see.

The great Lord Hastings lay prone on his face, in a posture in
which there was a touch of something strange and stiff, with one
elbow erect above his body, the arm being doubled, and his big,
bony hand clutching the rank and ragged grass. A few feet away was
Boyle, almost as motionless, but supported on his hands and knees,
and staring at the body. It might have been no more than shock and
accident; but there was something ungainly and unnatural about the
quadrupedal posture and the gaping face. It was as if his reason
had fled from him. Behind, there was nothing but the clear blue
southern sky, and the beginning of the desert, except for the two
great broken stones in front of the well. And it was in such a
light and atmosphere that men could fancy they traced in them
enormous and evil faces, looking down.

Horne Fisher stooped and touched the strong hand that was still
clutching the grass, and it was as cold as a stone. He knelt by the
body and was busy for a moment applying other tests; then he rose
again, and said, with a sort of confident despair:

"Lord Hastings is dead."

There was a stony silence, and then Travers remarked, gruffly:
"This is your department, Grayne; I will leave you to question
Captain Boyle. I can make no sense of what he says."

Boyle had pulled himself together and risen to his feet, but his
face still wore an awful expression, making it like a new mask or
the face of another man.

"I was looking at the well," he said, "and when I turned he had
fallen down."

Grayne's face was very dark. "As you say, this is my affair," he
said. "I must first ask you to help me carry him to the library and
let me examine things thoroughly."

When they had deposited the body in the library, Grayne turned
to Fisher and said, in a voice that had recovered its fullness and
confidence, "I am going to lock myself in and make a thorough
examination first. I look to you to keep in touch with the others
and make a preliminary examination of Boyle. I will talk to him
later. And just telephone to headquarters for a policeman, and let
him come here at once and stand by till I want him."

Without more words the great criminal investigator went into the
lighted library, shutting the door behind him, and Fisher, without
replying, turned and began to talk quietly to Travers. "It is
curious," he said, "that the thing should happen just in front of
that place."

"It would certainly be very curious," replied Travers, "if the
place played any part in it."

"I think," replied Fisher, "that the part it didn't play is more
curious still."

And with these apparently meaningless words he turned to the
shaken Boyle and, taking his arm, began to walk him up and down in
the moonlight, talking in low tones.

Dawn had begun to break abrupt and white when Cuthbert Grayne
turned out the lights in the library and came out on to the links.
Fisher was lounging about alone, in his listless fashion; but the
police messenger for whom he had sent was standing at attention in
the background.

"I sent Boyle off with Travers," observed Fisher, carelessly;
"he'll look after him, and he'd better have some sleep,
anyhow."

"Did you get anything out of him?" asked Grayne. "Did he tell
you what he and Hastings were doing?"

"Yes," answered Fisher, "he gave me a pretty clear account,
after all. He said that after Lady Hastings went off in the car the
general asked him to take coffee with him in the library and look
up a point about local antiquities. He himself was beginning to
look for Budge's book in one of the revolving bookstands when the
general found it in one of the bookshelves on the wall. After
looking at some of the plates they went out, it would seem, rather
abruptly, on to the links, and walked toward the old well; and
while Boyle was looking into it he heard a thud behind him, and
turned round to find the general lying as we found him. He himself
dropped on his knees to examine the body, and then was paralyzed
with a sort of terror and could not come nearer to it or touch it.
But I think very little of that; people caught in a real shock of
surprise are sometimes found in the queerest postures."

Grayne wore a grim smile of attention, and said, after a short
silence:

"Well, he hasn't told you many lies. It's really a creditably
clear and consistent account of what happened, with everything of
importance left out."

"Have you discovered anything in there?" asked Fisher.

"I have discovered everything," answered Grayne.

Fisher maintained a somewhat gloomy silence, as the other
resumed his explanation in quiet and assured tones.

"You were quite right, Fisher, when you said that young fellow
was in danger of going down dark ways toward the pit. Whether or
no, as you fancied, the jolt you gave to his view of the general
had anything to do with it, he has not been treating the general
well for some time. It's an unpleasant business, and I don't want
to dwell on it; but it's pretty plain that his wife was not
treating him well, either. I don't know how far it went, but it
went as far as concealment, anyhow; for when Lady Hastings spoke to
Boyle it was to tell him she had hidden a note in the Budge book in
the library. The general overheard, or came somehow to know, and he
went straight to the book and found it. He confronted Boyle with
it, and they had a scene, of course. And Boyle was confronted with
something else; he was confronted with an awful alternative, in
which the life of one old man meant ruin and his death meant
triumph and even happiness."

"Well," observed Fisher, at last, "I don't blame him for not
telling you the woman's part of the story. But how do you know
about the letter?"

"I found it on the general's body," answered Grayne, "but I
found worse things than that. The body had stiffened in the way
rather peculiar to poisons of a certain Asiatic sort. Then I
examined the coffee cups, and I knew enough chemistry to find
poison in the dregs of one of them. Now, the General went straight
to the bookcase, leaving his cup of coffee on the bookstand in the
middle of the room. While his back was turned, and Boyle was
pretending to examine the bookstand, he was left alone with the
coffee cup. The poison takes about ten minutes to act, and ten
minutes' walk would bring them to the bottomless well."

"Yes," remarked Fisher, "and what about the bottomless
well?"

"What has the bottomless well got to do with it?" asked his
friend.

"It has nothing to do with it," replied Fisher. "That is what I
find utterly confounding and incredible."

"And why should that particular hole in the ground have anything
to do with it?"

"It is a particular hole in your case," said Fisher. "But I
won't insist on that just now. By the way, there is another thing I
ought to tell you. I said I sent Boyle away in charge of Travers.
It would be just as true to say I sent Travers in charge of
Boyle."

"You don't mean to say you suspect Tom Travers?" cried the
other.

"He was a deal bitterer against the general than Boyle ever
was," observed Horne Fisher, with a curious indifference.

"Man, you're not saying what you mean," cried Grayne. "I tell
you I found the poison in one of the coffee cups."

"There was always Said, of course," added Fisher, "either for
hatred or hire. We agreed he was capable of almost anything."

"And we agreed he was incapable of hurting his master," retorted
Grayne.

"Well, well," said Fisher, amiably, "I dare say you are right;
but I should just like to have a look at the library and the coffee
cups."

He passed inside, while Grayne turned to the policeman in
attendance and handed him a scribbled note, to be telegraphed from
headquarters. The man saluted and hurried off; and Grayne,
following his friend into the library, found him beside the
bookstand in the middle of the room, on which were the empty
cups.

"This is where Boyle looked for Budge, or pretended to look for
him, according to your account," he said.

As Fisher spoke he bent down in a half-crouching attitude, to
look at the volumes in the low, revolving shelf, for the whole
bookstand was not much higher than an ordinary table. The next
moment he sprang up as if he had been stung.

"Oh, my God!" he cried.

Very few people, if any, had ever seen Mr. Horne Fisher behave
as he behaved just then. He flashed a glance at the door, saw that
the open window was nearer, went out of it with a flying leap, as
if over a hurdle, and went racing across the turf, in the track of
the disappearing policeman. Grayne, who stood staring after him,
soon saw his tall, loose figure, returning, restored to all its
normal limpness and air of leisure. He was fanning himself slowly
with a piece of paper, the telegram he had so violently
intercepted.

"Lucky I stopped that," he observed. "We must keep this affair
as quiet as death. Hastings must die of apoplexy or heart
disease."

"What on earth is the trouble?" demanded the other
investigator.

"The trouble is," said Fisher, "that in a few days we should
have had a very agreeable alternative—of hanging an innocent man or
knocking the British Empire to hell."

"Do you mean to say," asked Grayne, "that this infernal crime is
not to be punished?"

Fisher looked at him steadily.

"It is already punished," he said.

After a moment's pause he went on. "You reconstructed the crime
with admirable skill, old chap, and nearly all you said was true.
Two men with two coffee cups did go into the library and did put
their cups on the bookstand and did go together to the well, and
one of them was a murderer and had put poison in the other's cup.
But it was not done while Boyle was looking at the revolving
bookcase. He did look at it, though, searching for the Budge book
with the note in it, but I fancy that Hastings had already moved it
to the shelves on the wall. It was part of that grim game that he
should find it first.

"Now, how does a man search a revolving bookcase? He does not
generally hop all round it in a squatting attitude, like a frog. He
simply gives it a touch and makes it revolve."

He was frowning at the floor as he spoke, and there was a light
under his heavy lids that was not often seen there. The mysticism
that was buried deep under all the cynicism of his experience was
awake and moving in the depths. His voice took unexpected turns and
inflections, almost as if two men were speaking.

"That was what Boyle did; he barely touched the thing, and it
went round as easily as the world goes round. Yes, very much as the
world goes round, for the hand that turned it was not his. God, who
turns the wheel of all the stars, touched that wheel and brought it
full circle, that His dreadful justice might return."

"I am beginning," said Grayne, slowly, "to have some hazy and
horrible idea of what you mean."

"It is very simple," said Fisher, "when Boyle straightened
himself from his stooping posture, something had happened which he
had not noticed, which his enemy had not noticed, which nobody had
noticed. The two coffee cups had exactly changed places."

The rocky face of Grayne seemed to have sustained a shock in
silence; not a line of it altered, but his voice when it came was
unexpectedly weakened.

"I see what you mean," he said, "and, as you say, the less said
about it the better. It was not the lover who tried to get rid of
the husband, but—the other thing. And a tale like that about a man
like that would ruin us here. Had you any guess of this at the
start?"

"The bottomless well, as I told you," answered Fisher, quietly;
"that was what stumped me from the start. Not because it had
anything to do with it, because it had nothing to do with it."

He paused a moment, as if choosing an approach, and then went
on: "When a man knows his enemy will be dead in ten minutes, and
takes him to the edge of an unfathomable pit, he means to throw his
body into it. What else should he do? A born fool would have the
sense to do it, and Boyle is not a born fool. Well, why did not
Boyle do it? The more I thought of it the more I suspected there
was some mistake in the murder, so to speak. Somebody had taken
somebody there to throw him in, and yet he was not thrown in. I had
already an ugly, unformed idea of some substitution or reversal of
parts; then I stooped to turn the bookstand myself, by accident,
and I instantly knew everything, for I saw the two cups revolve
once more, like moons in the sky."

After a pause, Cuthbert Grayne said, "And what are we to say to
the newspapers?"

"My friend, Harold March, is coming along from Cairo to-day,"
said Fisher. "He is a very brilliant and successful journalist. But
for all that he's a thoroughly honorable man, so you must not tell
him the truth."

Half an hour later Fisher was again walking to and fro in front
of the clubhouse, with Captain Boyle, the latter by this time with
a very buffeted and bewildered air; perhaps a sadder and a wiser
man.

"What about me, then?" he was saying. "Am I cleared? Am I not
going to be cleared?"

"I believe and hope," answered Fisher, "that you are not going
to be suspected. But you are certainly not going to be cleared.
There must be no suspicion against him, and therefore no suspicion
against you. Any suspicion against him, let alone such a story
against him, would knock us endways from Malta to Mandalay. He was
a hero as well as a holy terror among the Moslems. Indeed, you
might almost call him a Moslem hero in the English service. Of
course he got on with them partly because of his own little dose of
Eastern blood; he got it from his mother, the dancer from Damascus;
everybody knows that."

"Oh," repeated Boyle, mechanically, staring at him with round
eyes, "everybody knows that."

"I dare say there was a touch of it in his jealousy and
ferocious vengeance," went on Fisher. "But, for all that, the crime
would ruin us among the Arabs, all the more because it was
something like a crime against hospitality. It's been hateful for
you and it's pretty horrid for me. But there are some things that
damned well can't be done, and while I'm alive that's one of
them."

"What do you mean?" asked Boyle, glancing at him curiously. "Why
should you, of all people, be so passionate about it?"

Horne Fisher looked at the young man with a baffling
expression.

"I suppose," he said, "it's because I'm a Little Englander."

"I can never make out what you mean by that sort of thing,"
answered Boyle, doubtfully.

"Do you think England is so little as all that?" said Fisher,
with a warmth in his cold voice, "that it can't hold a man across a
few thousand miles. You lectured me with a lot of ideal patriotism,
my young friend; but it's practical patriotism now for you and me,
and with no lies to help it. You talked as if everything always
went right with us all over the world, in a triumphant crescendo
culminating in Hastings. I tell you everything has gone wrong with
us here, except Hastings. He was the one name we had left to
conjure with, and that mustn't go as well, no, by God! It's bad
enough that a gang of infernal Jews should plant us here, where
there's no earthly English interest to serve, and all hell beating
up against us, simply because Nosey Zimmern has lent money to half
the Cabinet. It's bad enough that an old pawnbroker from Bagdad
should make us fight his battles; we can't fight with our right
hand cut off. Our one score was Hastings and his victory, which was
really somebody else's victory. Tom Travers has to suffer, and so
have you."

Then, after a moment's silence, he pointed toward the bottomless
well and said, in a quieter tone:

"I told you that I didn't believe in the philosophy of the Tower
of Aladdin. I don't believe in the Empire growing until it reaches
the sky; I don't believe in the Union Jack going up and up
eternally like the Tower. But if you think I am going to let the
Union Jack go down and down eternally, like the bottomless well,
down into the blackness of the bottomless pit, down in defeat and
derision, amid the jeers of the very Jews who have sucked us dry—no
I won't, and that's flat; not if the Chancellor were blackmailed by
twenty millionaires with their gutter rags, not if the Prime
Minister married twenty Yankee Jewesses, not if Woodville and
Carstairs had shares in twenty swindling mines. If the thing is
really tottering, God help it, it mustn't be we who tip it
over."

Boyle was regarding him with a bewilderment that was almost
fear, and had even a touch of distaste.

"Somehow," he said, "there seems to be something rather horrid
about the things you know."

"There is," replied Horne Fisher. "I am not at all pleased with
my small stock of knowledge and reflection. But as it is partly
responsible for your not being hanged, I don't know that you need
complain of it."

And, as if a little ashamed of his first boast, he turned and
strolled away toward the bottomless well.

 











Chapter 5
THE FAD OF THE FISHERMAN


 

A THING can
sometimes be too extraordinary to be remembered. If it is clean out
of the course of things, and has apparently no causes and no
consequences, subsequent events do not recall it, and it remains
only a subconscious thing, to be stirred by some accident long
after. It drifts apart like a forgotten dream; and it was in the
hour of many dreams, at daybreak and very soon after the end of
dark, that such a strange sight was given to a man sculling a boat
down a river in the West country. The man was awake; indeed, he
considered himself rather wide awake, being the political
journalist, Harold March, on his way to interview various political
celebrities in their country seats. But the thing he saw was so
inconsequent that it might have been imaginary. It simply slipped
past his mind and was lost in later and utterly different events;
nor did he even recover the memory till he had long afterward
discovered the meaning.

Pale mists of morning lay on the fields and the rushes along one
margin of the river; along the other side ran a wall of tawny brick
almost overhanging the water. He had shipped his oars and was
drifting for a moment with the stream, when he turned his head and
saw that the monotony of the long brick wall was broken by a
bridge; rather an elegant eighteenth-century sort of bridge with
little columns of white stone turning gray. There had been floods
and the river still stood very high, with dwarfish trees waist deep
in it, and rather a narrow arc of white dawn gleamed under the
curve of the bridge.

As his own boat went under the dark archway he saw another boat
coming toward him, rowed by a man as solitary as himself. His
posture prevented much being seen of him, but as he neared the
bridge he stood up in the boat and turned round. He was already so
close to the dark entry, however, that his whole figure was black
against the morning light, and March could see nothing of his face
except the end of two long whiskers or mustaches that gave
something sinister to the silhouette, like horns in the wrong
place. Even these details March would never have noticed but for
what happened in the same instant. As the man came under the low
bridge he made a leap at it and hung, with his legs dangling,
letting the boat float away from under him. March had a momentary
vision of two black kicking legs; then of one black kicking leg;
and then of nothing except the eddying stream and the long
perspective of the wall. But whenever he thought of it again, long
afterward, when he understood the story in which it figured, it was
always fixed in that one fantastic shape—as if those wild legs were
a grotesque graven ornament of the bridge itself, in the manner of
a gargoyle. At the moment he merely passed, staring, down the
stream. He could see no flying figure on the bridge, so it must
have already fled; but he was half conscious of some faint
significance in the fact that among the trees round the bridgehead
opposite the wall he saw a lamp-post; and, beside the lamp-post,
the broad blue back of an unconscious policeman.

Even before reaching the shrine of his political pilgrimage he
had many other things to think of besides the odd incident of the
bridge; for the management of a boat by a solitary man was not
always easy even on such a solitary stream. And indeed it was only
by an unforeseen accident that he was solitary. The boat had been
purchased and the whole expedition planned in conjunction with a
friend, who had at the last moment been forced to alter all his
arrangements. Harold March was to have traveled with his friend
Horne Fisher on that inland voyage to Willowood Place, where the
Prime Minister was a guest at the moment. More and more people were
hearing of Harold March, for his striking political articles were
opening to him the doors of larger and larger salons; but he had
never met the Prime Minister yet. Scarcely anybody among the
general public had ever heard of Horne Fisher; but he had known the
Prime Minister all his life. For these reasons, had the two taken
the projected journey together, March might have been slightly
disposed to hasten it and Fisher vaguely content to lengthen it
out. For Fisher was one of those people who are born knowing the
Prime Minister. The knowledge seemed to have no very exhilarant
effect, and in his case bore some resemblance to being born tired.
But he was distinctly annoyed to receive, just as he was doing a
little light packing of fishing tackle and cigars for the journey,
a telegram from Willowood asking him to come down at once by train,
as the Prime Minister had to leave that night. Fisher knew that his
friend the journalist could not possibly start till the next day,
and he liked his friend the journalist, and had looked forward to a
few days on the river. He did not particularly like or dislike the
Prime Minister, but he intensely disliked the alternative of a few
hours in the train. Nevertheless, he accepted Prime Ministers as he
accepted railway trains—as part of a system which he, at least, was
not the revolutionist sent on earth to destroy. So he telephoned to
March, asking him, with many apologetic curses and faint damns, to
take the boat down the river as arranged, that they might meet at
Willowood by the time settled; then he went outside and hailed a
taxicab to take him to the railway station. There he paused at the
bookstall to add to his light luggage a number of cheap murder
stories, which he read with great pleasure, and without any
premonition that he was about to walk into as strange a story in
real life.

A little before sunset he arrived, with his light suitcase in
hand, before the gate of the long riverside gardens of Willowood
Place, one of the smaller seats of Sir Isaac Hook, the master of
much shipping and many newspapers. He entered by the gate giving on
the road, at the opposite side to the river, but there was a mixed
quality in all that watery landscape which perpetually reminded a
traveler that the river was near. White gleams of water would shine
suddenly like swords or spears in the green thickets. And even in
the garden itself, divided into courts and curtained with hedges
and high garden trees, there hung everywhere in the air the music
of water. The first of the green courts which he entered appeared
to be a somewhat neglected croquet lawn, in which was a solitary
young man playing croquet against himself. Yet he was not an
enthusiast for the game, or even for the garden; and his sallow but
well-featured face looked rather sullen than otherwise. He was only
one of those young men who cannot support the burden of
consciousness unless they are doing something, and whose
conceptions of doing something are limited to a game of some kind.
He was dark and well dressed in a light holiday fashion, and Fisher
recognized him at once as a young man named James Bullen, called,
for some unknown reason, Bunker. He was the nephew of Sir Isaac;
but, what was much more important at the moment, he was also the
private secretary of the Prime Minister.

"Hullo, Bunker!" observed Horne Fisher. "You're the sort of man
I wanted to see. Has your chief come down yet?"

"He's only staying for dinner," replied Bullen, with his eye on
the yellow ball. "He's got a great speech to-morrow at Birmingham
and he's going straight through to-night. He's motoring himself
there; driving the car, I mean. It's the one thing he's really
proud of."

"You mean you're staying here with your uncle, like a good boy?"
replied Fisher. "But what will the Chief do at Birmingham without
the epigrams whispered to him by his brilliant secretary?"

"Don't you start ragging me," said the young man called Bunker.
"I'm only too glad not to go trailing after him. He doesn't know a
thing about maps or money or hotels or anything, and I have to
dance about like a courier. As for my uncle, as I'm supposed to
come into the estate, it's only decent to be here sometimes."

"Very proper," replied the other. "Well, I shall see you later
on," and, crossing the lawn, he passed out through a gap in the
hedge.

He was walking across the lawn toward the landing stage on the
river, and still felt all around him, under the dome of golden
evening, an Old World savor and reverberation in that riverhaunted
garden. The next square of turf which he crossed seemed at first
sight quite deserted, till he saw in the twilight of trees in one
corner of it a hammock and in the hammock a man, reading a
newspaper and swinging one leg over the edge of the net.

Him also he hailed by name, and the man slipped to the ground
and strolled forward. It seemed fated that he should feel something
of the past in the accidents of that place, for the figure might
well have been an early-Victorian ghost revisiting the ghosts of
the croquet hoops and mallets. It was the figure of an elderly man
with long whiskers that looked almost fantastic, and a quaint and
careful cut of collar and cravat. Having been a fashionable dandy
forty years ago, he had managed to preserve the dandyism while
ignoring the fashions. A white top-hat lay beside the Morning Post
in the hammock behind him. This was the Duke of Westmoreland, the
relic of a family really some centuries old; and the antiquity was
not heraldry but history. Nobody knew better than Fisher how rare
such noblemen are in fact, and how numerous in fiction. But whether
the duke owed the general respect he enjoyed to the genuineness of
his pedigree or to the fact that he owned a vast amount of very
valuable property was a point about which Mr. Fisher's opinion
might have been more interesting to discover.

"You were looking so comfortable," said Fisher, "that I thought
you must be one of the servants. I'm looking for somebody to take
this bag of mine; I haven't brought a man down, as I came away in a
hurry."

"Nor have I, for that matter," replied the duke, with some
pride. "I never do. If there's one animal alive I loathe it's a
valet. I learned to dress myself at an early age and was supposed
to do it decently. I may be in my second childhood, but I've not go
so far as being dressed like a child."

"The Prime Minister hasn't brought a valet; he's brought a
secretary instead," observed Fisher. "Devilish inferior job. Didn't
I hear that Harker was down here?"

"He's over there on the landing stage," replied the duke,
indifferently, and resumed the study of the Morning Post.

Fisher made his way beyond the last green wall of the garden on
to a sort of towing path looking on the river and a wooden island
opposite. There, indeed, he saw a lean, dark figure with a stoop
almost like that of a vulture, a posture well known in the law
courts as that of Sir John Harker, the Attorney-General. His face
was lined with headwork, for alone among the three idlers in the
garden he was a man who had made his own way; and round his bald
brow and hollow temples clung dull red hair, quite flat, like
plates of copper.

"I haven't seen my host yet," said Horne Fisher, in a slightly
more serious tone than he had used to the others, "but I suppose I
shall meet him at dinner."

"You can see him now; but you can't meet him," answered
Harker.

He nodded his head toward one end of the island opposite, and,
looking steadily in the same direction, the other guest could see
the dome of a bald head and the top of a fishing rod, both equally
motionless, rising out of the tall undergrowth against the
background of the stream beyond. The fisherman seemed to be seated
against the stump of a tree and facing toward the other bank, so
that his face could not be seen, but the shape of his head was
unmistakable.

"He doesn't like to be disturbed when he's fishing," continued
Harker. "It's a sort of fad of his to eat nothing but fish, and
he's very proud of catching his own. Of course he's all for
simplicity, like so many of these millionaires. He likes to come in
saying he's worked for his daily bread like a laborer."

"Does he explain how he blows all the glass and stuffs all the
upholstery," asked Fisher, "and makes all the silver forks, and
grows all the grapes and peaches, and designs all the patterns on
the carpets? I've always heard he was a busy man."

"I don't think he mentioned it," answered the lawyer. "What is
the meaning of this social satire?"

"Well, I am a trifle tired," said Fisher, "of the Simple Life
and the Strenuous Life as lived by our little set. We're all really
dependent in nearly everything, and we all make a fuss about being
independent in something. The Prime Minister prides himself on
doing without a chauffeur, but he can't do without a factotum and
Jack-of-all-trades; and poor old Bunker has to play the part of a
universal genius, which God knows he was never meant for. The duke
prides himself on doing without a valet, but, for all that, he must
give a lot of people an infernal lot of trouble to collect such
extraordinary old clothes as he wears. He must have them looked up
in the British Museum or excavated out of the tombs. That white hat
alone must require a sort of expedition fitted out to find it, like
the North Pole. And here we have old Hook pretending to produce his
own fish when he couldn't produce his own fish knives or fish forks
to eat it with. He may be simple about simple things like food, but
you bet he's luxurious about luxurious things, especially little
things. I don't include you; you've worked too hard to enjoy
playing at work."

"I sometimes think," said Harker, "that you conceal a horrid
secret of being useful sometimes. Haven't you come down here to see
Number One before he goes on to Birmingham?"

Horne Fisher answered, in a lower voice: "Yes; and I hope to be
lucky enough to catch him before dinner. He's got to see Sir Isaac
about something just afterward."

"Hullo!" exclaimed Harker. "Sir Isaac's finished his fishing. I
know he prides himself on getting up at sunrise and going in at
sunset."

The old man on the island had indeed risen to his feet, facing
round and showing a bush of gray beard with rather small, sunken
features, but fierce eyebrows and keen, choleric eyes. Carefully
carrying his fishing tackle, he was already making his way back to
the mainland across a bridge of flat stepping-stones a little way
down the shallow stream; then he veered round, coming toward his
guests and civilly saluting them. There were several fish in his
basket and he was in a good temper.

"Yes," he said, acknowledging Fisher's polite expression of
surprise, "I get up before anybody else in the house, I think. The
early bird catches the worm."

"Unfortunately," said Harker, "it is the early fish that catches
the worm."

"But the early man catches the fish," replied the old man,
gruffly.

"But from what I hear, Sir Isaac, you are the late man, too,"
interposed Fisher. "You must do with very little sleep."

"I never had much time for sleeping," answered Hook, "and I
shall have to be the late man to-night, anyhow. The Prime Minister
wants to have a talk, he tells me, and, all things considered, I
think we'd better be dressing for dinner."

Dinner passed off that evening without a word of politics and
little enough but ceremonial trifles. The Prime Minister, Lord
Merivale, who was a long, slim man with curly gray hair, was
gravely complimentary to his host about his success as a fisherman
and the skill and patience he displayed; the conversation flowed
like the shallow stream through the stepping-stones.

"It wants patience to wait for them, no doubt," said Sir Isaac,
"and skill to play them, but I'm generally pretty lucky at it."

"Does a big fish ever break the line and get away?" inquired the
politician, with respectful interest.

"Not the sort of line I use," answered Hook, with satisfaction.
"I rather specialize in tackle, as a matter of fact. If he were
strong enough to do that, he'd be strong enough to pull me into the
river."

"A great loss to the community," said the Prime Minister,
bowing.

Fisher had listened to all these futilities with inward
impatience, waiting for his own opportunity, and when the host rose
he sprang to his feet with an alertness he rarely showed. He
managed to catch Lord Merivale before Sir Isaac bore him off for
the final interview. He had only a few words to say, but he wanted
to get them said.

He said, in a low voice as he opened the door for the Premier,
"I have seen Montmirail; he says that unless we protest immediately
on behalf of Denmark, Sweden will certainly seize the ports."

Lord Merivale nodded. "I'm just going to hear what Hook has to
say about it," he said.

"I imagine," said Fisher, with a faint smile, "that there is
very little doubt what he will say about it."

Merivale did not answer, but lounged gracefully toward the
library, whither his host had already preceded him. The rest
drifted toward the billiard room, Fisher merely remarking to the
lawyer: "They won't be long. We know they're practically in
agreement."

"Hook entirely supports the Prime Minister," assented
Harker.

"Or the Prime Minister entirely supports Hook," said Horne
Fisher, and began idly to knock the balls about on the billiard
table.

Horne Fisher came down next morning in a late and leisurely
fashion, as was his reprehensible habit; he had evidently no
appetite for catching worms. But the other guests seemed to have
felt a similar indifference, and they helped themselves to
breakfast from the sideboard at intervals during the hours verging
upon lunch. So that it was not many hours later when the first
sensation of that strange day came upon them. It came in the form
of a young man with light hair and a candid expression, who came
sculling down the river and disembarked at the landing stage. It
was, in fact, no other than Mr. Harold March, whose journey had
begun far away up the river in the earliest hours of that day. He
arrived late in the afternoon, having stopped for tea in a large
riverside town, and he had a pink evening paper sticking out of his
pocket. He fell on the riverside garden like a quiet and
well-behaved thunderbolt, but he was a thunderbolt without knowing
it.

The first exchange of salutations and introductions was
commonplace enough, and consisted, indeed, of the inevitable
repetition of excuses for the eccentric seclusion of the host. He
had gone fishing again, of course, and must not be disturbed till
the appointed hour, though he sat within a stone's throw of where
they stood.

"You see it's his only hobby," observed Harker, apologetically,
"and, after all, it's his own house; and he's very hospitable in
other ways."

"I'm rather afraid," said Fisher, in a lower voice, "that it's
becoming more of a mania than a hobby. I know how it is when a man
of that age begins to collect things, if it's only collecting those
rotten little river fish. You remember Talbot's uncle with his
toothpicks, and poor old Buzzy and the waste of cigar ashes. Hook
has done a lot of big things in his time—the great deal in the
Swedish timber trade and the Peace Conference at Chicago—but I
doubt whether he cares now for any of those big things as he cares
for those little fish."

"Oh, come, come," protested the Attorney-General. "You'll make
Mr. March think he has come to call on a lunatic. Believe me, Hook
only does it for fun, like any other sport, only he's of the kind
that takes his fun sadly. But I bet if there were big news about
timber or shipping, he would drop his fun and his fish all
right."

"Well, I wonder," said Horne Fisher, looking sleepily at the
island in the river.

"By the way, is there any news of anything?" asked Harker of
Harold March. "I see you've got an evening paper; one of those
enterprising evening papers that come out in the morning."

"The beginning of Lord Merivale's Birmingham speech," replied
March, handing him the paper. "It's only a paragraph, but it seems
to me rather good."

Harker took the paper, flapped and refolded it, and looked at
the "Stop Press" news. It was, as March had said, only a paragraph.
But it was a paragraph that had a peculiar effect on Sir John
Harker. His lowering brows lifted with a flicker and his eyes
blinked, and for a moment his leathery jaw was loosened. He looked
in some odd fashion like a very old man. Then, hardening his voice
and handing the paper to Fisher without a tremor, he simply
said:

"Well, here's a chance for the bet. You've got your big news to
disturb the old man's fishing."

Horne Fisher was looking at the paper, and over his more languid
and less expressive features a change also seemed to pass. Even
that little paragraph had two or three large headlines, and his eye
encountered, "Sensational Warning to Sweden," and, "We Shall
Protest."

"What the devil—" he said, and his words softened first to a
whisper and then a whistle.

"We must tell old Hook at once, or he'll never forgive us," said
Harker. "He'll probably want to see Number One instantly, though it
may be too late now. I'm going across to him at once. I bet I'll
make him forget his fish, anyhow." And, turning his back, he made
his way hurriedly along the riverside to the causeway of flat
stones.

March was staring at Fisher, in amazement at the effect his pink
paper had produced.

"What does it all mean?" he cried. "I always supposed we should
protest in defense of the Danish ports, for their sakes and our
own. What is all this botheration about Sir Isaac and the rest of
you? Do you think it bad news?"

"Bad news!" repeated Fisher, with a sort of soft emphasis beyond
expression.

"Is it as bad as all that?" asked his friend, at last.

"As bad as all that?" repeated Fisher. "Why of course it's as
good as it can be. It's great news. It's glorious news! That's
where the devil of it comes in, to knock us all silly. It's
admirable. It's inestimable. It is also quite incredible."

He gazed again at the gray and green colors of the island and
the river, and his rather dreary eye traveled slowly round to the
hedges and the lawns.

"I felt this garden was a sort of dream," he said, "and I
suppose I must be dreaming. But there is grass growing and water
moving; and something impossible has happened."

Even as he spoke the dark figure with a stoop like a vulture
appeared in the gap of the hedge just above him.

"You have won your bet," said Harker, in a harsh and almost
croaking voice. "The old fool cares for nothing but fishing. He
cursed me and told me he would talk no politics."

"I thought it might be so," said Fisher, modestly. "What are you
going to do next?"

"I shall use the old idiot's telephone, anyhow," replied the
lawyer. "I must find out exactly what has happened. I've got to
speak for the Government myself to-morrow." And he hurried away
toward the house.

In the silence that followed, a very bewildering silence so far
as March was concerned, they saw the quaint figure of the Duke of
Westmoreland, with his white hat and whiskers, approaching them
across the garden. Fisher instantly stepped toward him with the
pink paper in his hand, and, with a few words, pointed out the
apocalyptic paragraph. The duke, who had been walking slowly, stood
quite still, and for some seconds he looked like a tailor's dummy
standing and staring outside some antiquated shop. Then March heard
his voice, and it was high and almost hysterical:

"But he must see it; he must be made to understand. It cannot
have been put to him properly." Then, with a certain recovery of
fullness and even pomposity in the voice, "I shall go and tell him
myself."

Among the queer incidents of that afternoon, March always
remembered something almost comical about the clear picture of the
old gentleman in his wonderful white hat carefully stepping from
stone to stone across the river, like a figure crossing the traffic
in Piccadilly. Then he disappeared behind the trees of the island,
and March and Fisher turned to meet the Attorney-General, who was
coming out of the house with a visage of grim assurance.

"Everybody is saying," he said, "that the Prime Minister has
made the greatest speech of his life. Peroration and loud and
prolonged cheers. Corrupt financiers and heroic peasants. We will
not desert Denmark again."

Fisher nodded and turned away toward the towing path, where he
saw the duke returning with a rather dazed expression. In answer to
questions he said, in a husky and confidential voice:

"I really think our poor friend cannot be himself. He refused to
listen; he—ah—suggested that I might frighten the fish."

A keen ear might have detected a murmur from Mr. Fisher on the
subject of a white hat, but Sir John Harker struck it more
decisively:

"Fisher was quite right. I didn't believe it myself, but it's
quite clear that the old fellow is fixed on this fishing notion by
now. If the house caught fire behind him he would hardly move till
sunset."

Fisher had continued his stroll toward the higher embanked
ground of the towing path, and he now swept a long and searching
gaze, not toward the island, but toward the distant wooded heights
that were the walls of the valley. An evening sky as clear as that
of the previous day was settling down all over the dim landscape,
but toward the west it was now red rather than gold; there was
scarcely any sound but the monotonous music of the river. Then came
the sound of a half-stifled exclamation from Horne Fisher, and
Harold March looked up at him in wonder.

"You spoke of bad news," said Fisher. "Well, there is really bad
news now. I am afraid this is a bad business."

"What bad news do you mean?" asked his friend, conscious of
something strange and sinister in his voice.

"The sun has set," answered Fisher.

He went on with the air of one conscious of having said
something fatal. "We must get somebody to go across whom he will
really listen to. He may be mad, but there's method in his madness.
There nearly always is method in madness. It's what drives men mad,
being methodical. And he never goes on sitting there after sunset,
with the whole place getting dark. Where's his nephew? I believe
he's really fond of his nephew."

"Look!" cried March, abruptly. "Why, he's been across already.
There he is coming back."

And, looking up the river once more, they saw, dark against the
sunset reflections, the figure of James Bullen stepping hastily and
rather clumsily from stone to stone. Once he slipped on a stone
with a slight splash. When he rejoined the group on the bank his
olive face was unnaturally pale.

The other four men had already gathered on the same spot and
almost simultaneously were calling out to him, "What does he say
now?"

"Nothing. He says—nothing."

Fisher looked at the young man steadily for a moment; then he
started from his immobility and, making a motion to March to follow
him, himself strode down to the river crossing. In a few moments
they were on the little beaten track that ran round the wooded
island, to the other side of it where the fisherman sat. Then they
stood and looked at him, without a word.

Sir Isaac Hook was still sitting propped up against the stump of
the tree, and that for the best of reasons. A length of his own
infallible fishing line was twisted and tightened twice round his
throat and then twice round the wooden prop behind him. The leading
investigator ran forward and touched the fisherman's hand, and it
was as cold as a fish.

"The sun has set," said Horne Fisher, in the same terrible
tones, "and he will never see it rise again."

Ten minutes afterward the five men, shaken by such a shock, were
again together in the garden, looking at one another with white but
watchful faces. The lawyer seemed the most alert of the group; he
was articulate if somewhat abrupt.

"We must leave the body as it is and telephone for the police,"
he said. "I think my own authority will stretch to examining the
servants and the poor fellow's papers, to see if there is anything
that concerns them. Of course, none of you gentlemen must leave
this place."

Perhaps there was something in his rapid and rigorous legality
that suggested the closing of a net or trap. Anyhow, young Bullen
suddenly broke down, or perhaps blew up, for his voice was like an
explosion in the silent garden.

"I never touched him," he cried. "I swear I had nothing to do
with it!"

"Who said you had?" demanded Harker, with a hard eye. "Why do
you cry out before you're hurt?"

"Because you all look at me like that," cried the young man,
angrily. "Do you think I don't know you're always talking about my
damned debts and expectations?"

Rather to March's surprise, Fisher had drawn away from this
first collision, leading the duke with him to another part of the
garden. When he was out of earshot of the others he said, with a
curious simplicity of manner:

"Westmoreland, I am going straight to the point."

"Well?" said the other, staring at him stolidly.

"You have a motive for killing him," said Fisher.

The duke continued to stare, but he seemed unable to speak.

"I hope you had a motive for killing him," continued Fisher,
mildly. "You see, it's rather a curious situation. If you have a
motive for murdering, you probably didn't murder. But if you hadn't
any motive, why, then perhaps, you did."

"What on earth are you talking about?" demanded the duke,
violently.

"It's quite simple," said Fisher. "When you went across he was
either alive or dead. If he was alive, it might be you who killed
him, or why should you have held your tongue about his death? But
if he was dead, and you had a reason for killing him, you might
have held your tongue for fear of being accused." Then after a
silence he added, abstractedly: "Cyprus is a beautiful place, I
believe. Romantic scenery and romantic people. Very intoxicating
for a young man."

The duke suddenly clenched his hands and said, thickly, "Well, I
had a motive."

"Then you're all right," said Fisher, holding out his hand with
an air of huge relief. "I was pretty sure you wouldn't really do
it; you had a fright when you saw it done, as was only natural.
Like a bad dream come true, wasn't it?"

While this curious conversation was passing, Harker had gone
into the house, disregarding the demonstrations of the sulky
nephew, and came back presently with a new air of animation and a
sheaf of papers in his hand.

"I've telephoned for the police," he said, stopping to speak to
Fisher, "but I think I've done most of their work for them. I
believe I've found out the truth. There's a paper here—" He
stopped, for Fisher was looking at him with a singular expression;
and it was Fisher who spoke next:

"Are there any papers that are not there, I wonder? I mean that
are not there now?" After a pause he added: "Let us have the cards
on the table. When you went through his papers in such a hurry,
Harker, weren't you looking for something to—to make sure it
shouldn't be found?"

Harker did not turn a red hair on his hard head, but he looked
at the other out of the corners of his eyes.

"And I suppose," went on Fisher, smoothly, "that is why you,
too, told us lies about having found Hook alive. You knew there was
something to show that you might have killed him, and you didn't
dare tell us he was killed. But, believe me, it's much better to be
honest now."

Harker's haggard face suddenly lit up as if with infernal
flames.

"Honest," he cried, "it's not so damned fine of you fellows to
be honest. You're all born with silver spoons in your mouths, and
then you swagger about with everlasting virtue because you haven't
got other people's spoons in your pockets. But I was born in a
Pimlico lodging house and I had to make my spoon, and there'd be
plenty to say I only spoiled a horn or an honest man. And if a
struggling man staggers a bit over the line in his youth, in the
lower parts of the law which are pretty dingy, anyhow, there's
always some old vampire to hang on to him all his life for it."

"Guatemalan Golcondas, wasn't it?" said Fisher,
sympathetically.

Harker suddenly shuddered. Then he said, "I believe you must
know everything, like God Almighty."

"I know too much," said Horne Fisher, "and all the wrong
things."

The other three men were drawing nearer to them, but before they
came too near, Harker said, in a voice that had recovered all its
firmness:

"Yes, I did destroy a paper, but I really did find a paper, too;
and I believe that it clears us all."

"Very well," said Fisher, in a louder and more cheerful tone;
"let us all have the benefit of it."

"On the very top of Sir Isaac's papers," explained Harker,
"there was a threatening letter from a man named Hugo. It threatens
to kill our unfortunate friend very much in the way that he was
actually killed. It is a wild letter, full of taunts; you can see
it for yourselves; but it makes a particular point of poor Hook's
habit of fishing from the island. Above all, the man professes to
be writing from a boat. And, since we alone went across to him,"
and he smiled in a rather ugly fashion, "the crime must have been
committed by a man passing in a boat."

"Why, dear me!" cried the duke, with something almost amounting
to animation. "Why, I remember the man called Hugo quite well! He
was a sort of body servant and bodyguard of Sir Isaac. You see, Sir
Isaac was in some fear of assault. He was—he was not very popular
with several people. Hugo was discharged after some row or other;
but I remember him well. He was a great big Hungarian fellow with
great mustaches that stood out on each side of his face."

A door opened in the darkness of Harold March's memory, or,
rather, oblivion, and showed a shining landscape, like that of a
lost dream. It was rather a waterscape than a landscape, a thing of
flooded meadows and low trees and the dark archway of a bridge. And
for one instant he saw again the man with mustaches like dark horns
leap up on to the bridge and disappear.

"Good heavens!" he cried. "Why, I met the murderer this
morning!"

* * *

Horne Fisher and Harold March had their day on the river, after
all, for the little group broke up when the police arrived. They
declared that the coincidence of March's evidence had cleared the
whole company, and clinched the case against the flying Hugo.
Whether that Hungarian fugitive would ever be caught appeared to
Horne Fisher to be highly doubtful; nor can it be pretended that he
displayed any very demoniac detective energy in the matter as he
leaned back in the boat cushions, smoking, and watching the swaying
reeds slide past.

"It was a very good notion to hop up on to the bridge," he said.
"An empty boat means very little; he hasn't been seen to land on
either bank, and he's walked off the bridge without walking on to
it, so to speak. He's got twenty-four hours' start; his mustaches
will disappear, and then he will disappear. I think there is every
hope of his escape."

"Hope?" repeated March, and stopped sculling for an instant.

"Yes, hope," repeated the other. "To begin with, I'm not going
to be exactly consumed with Corsican revenge because somebody has
killed Hook. Perhaps you may guess by this time what Hook was. A
damned blood-sucking blackmailer was that simple, strenuous,
self-made captain of industry. He had secrets against nearly
everybody; one against poor old Westmoreland about an early
marriage in Cyprus that might have put the duchess in a queer
position; and one against Harker about some flutter with his
client's money when he was a young solicitor. That's why they went
to pieces when they found him murdered, of course. They felt as if
they'd done it in a dream. But I admit I have another reason for
not wanting our Hungarian friend actually hanged for the
murder."

"And what is that?" asked his friend.

"Only that he didn't commit the murder," answered Fisher.

Harold March laid down the oars and let the boat drift for a
moment.

"Do you know, I was half expecting something like that," he
said. "It was quite irrational, but it was hanging about in the
atmosphere, like thunder in the air."

"On the contrary, it's finding Hugo guilty that's irrational,"
replied Fisher. "Don't you see that they're condemning him for the
very reason for which they acquit everybody else? Harker and
Westmoreland were silent because they found him murdered, and knew
there were papers that made them look like the murderers. Well, so
did Hugo find him murdered, and so did Hugo know there was a paper
that would make him look like the murderer. He had written it
himself the day before."

"But in that case," said March, frowning, "at what sort of
unearthly hour in the morning was the murder really committed? It
was barely daylight when I met him at the bridge, and that's some
way above the island."

"The answer is very simple," replied Fisher. "The crime was not
committed in the morning. The crime was not committed on the
island."

March stared at the shining water without replying, but Fisher
resumed like one who had been asked a question:

"Every intelligent murder involves taking advantage of some one
uncommon feature in a common situation. The feature here was the
fancy of old Hook for being the first man up every morning, his
fixed routine as an angler, and his annoyance at being disturbed.
The murderer strangled him in his own house after dinner on the
night before, carried his corpse, with all his fishing tackle,
across the stream in the dead of night, tied him to the tree, and
left him there under the stars. It was a dead man who sat fishing
there all day. Then the murderer went back to the house, or,
rather, to the garage, and went off in his motor car. The murderer
drove his own motor car."

Fisher glanced at his friend's face and went on. "You look
horrified, and the thing is horrible. But other things are
horrible, too. If some obscure man had been hag-ridden by a
blackmailer and had his family life ruined, you wouldn't think the
murder of his persecutor the most inexcusable of murders. Is it any
worse when a whole great nation is set free as well as a family? By
this warning to Sweden we shall probably prevent war and not
precipitate it, and save many thousand lives rather more valuable
than the life of that viper. Oh, I'm not talking sophistry or
seriously justifying the thing, but the slavery that held him and
his country was a thousand times less justifiable. If I'd really
been sharp I should have guessed it from his smooth, deadly smiling
at dinner that night. Do you remember that silly talk about how old
Isaac could always play his fish? In a pretty hellish sense he was
a fisher of men."

Harold March took the oars and began to row again.

"I remember," he said, "and about how a big fish might break the
line and get away."

 











Chapter 6
THE HOLE IN THE WALL


 

TWO men, the one an
architect and the other an archaeologist, met on the steps of the
great house at Prior's Park; and their host, Lord Bulmer, in his
breezy way, thought it natural to introduce them. It must be
confessed that he was hazy as well as breezy, and had no very clear
connection in his mind, beyond the sense that an architect and an
archaeologist begin with the same series of letters. The world must
remain in a reverent doubt as to whether he would, on the same
principles, have presented a diplomatist to a dipsomaniac or a
ratiocinator to a rat catcher. He was a big, fair, bull-necked
young man, abounding in outward gestures, unconsciously flapping
his gloves and flourishing his stick.

"You two ought to have something to talk about," he said,
cheerfully. "Old buildings and all that sort of thing; this is
rather an old building, by the way, though I say it who shouldn't.
I must ask you to excuse me a moment; I've got to go and see about
the cards for this Christmas romp my sister's arranging. We hope to
see you all there, of course. Juliet wants it to be a fancy-dress
affair—abbots and crusaders and all that. My ancestors, I suppose,
after all."

"I trust the abbot was not an ancestor," said the archaeological
gentleman, with a smile.

"Only a sort of great-uncle, I imagine," answered the other,
laughing; then his rather rambling eye rolled round the ordered
landscape in front of the house; an artificial sheet of water
ornamented with an antiquated nymph in the center and surrounded by
a park of tall trees now gray and black and frosty, for it was in
the depth of a severe winter.

"It's getting jolly cold," his lordship continued. "My sister
hopes we shall have some skating as well as dancing."

"If the crusaders come in full armor," said the other, "you must
be careful not to drown your ancestors."

"Oh, there's no fear of that," answered Bulmer; "this precious
lake of ours is not two feet deep anywhere." And with one of his
flourishing gestures he stuck his stick into the water to
demonstrate its shallowness. They could see the short end bent in
the water, so that he seemed for a moment to lean his large weight
on a breaking staff.

"The worst you can expect is to see an abbot sit down rather
suddenly," he added, turning away. "Well, au revoir; I'll let you
know about it later."

The archaeologist and the architect were left on the great stone
steps smiling at each other; but whatever their common interests,
they presented a considerable personal contrast, and the fanciful
might even have found some contradiction in each considered
individually. The former, a Mr. James Haddow, came from a drowsy
den in the Inns of Court, full of leather and parchment, for the
law was his profession and history only his hobby; he was indeed,
among other things, the solicitor and agent of the Prior's Park
estate. But he himself was far from drowsy and seemed remarkably
wide awake, with shrewd and prominent blue eyes, and red hair
brushed as neatly as his very neat costume. The latter, whose name
was Leonard Crane, came straight from a crude and almost cockney
office of builders and house agents in the neighboring suburb,
sunning itself at the end of a new row of jerry-built houses with
plans in very bright colors and notices in very large letters. But
a serious observer, at a second glance, might have seen in his eyes
something of that shining sleep that is called vision; and his
yellow hair, while not affectedly long, was unaffectedly untidy. It
was a manifest if melancholy truth that the architect was an
artist. But the artistic temperament was far from explaining him;
there was something else about him that was not definable, but
which some even felt to be dangerous. Despite his dreaminess, he
would sometimes surprise his friends with arts and even sports
apart from his ordinary life, like memories of some previous
existence. On this occasion, nevertheless, he hastened to disclaim
any authority on the other man's hobby.

"I mustn't appear on false pretences," he said, with a smile. "I
hardly even know what an archaeologist is, except that a rather
rusty remnant of Greek suggests that he is a man who studies old
things."

"Yes," replied Haddow, grimly. "An archaeologist is a man who
studies old things and finds they are new."

Crane looked at him steadily for a moment and then smiled
again.

"Dare one suggest," he said, "that some of the things we have
been talking about are among the old things that turn out not to be
old?"

His companion also was silent for a moment, and the smile on his
rugged face was fainter as he replied, quietly:

"The wall round the park is really old. The one gate in it is
Gothic, and I cannot find any trace of destruction or restoration.
But the house and the estate generally—well the romantic ideas read
into these things are often rather recent romances, things almost
like fashionable novels. For instance, the very name of this place,
Prior's Park, makes everybody think of it as a moonlit mediaeval
abbey; I dare say the spiritualists by this time have discovered
the ghost of a monk there. But, according to the only authoritative
study of the matter I can find, the place was simply called Prior's
as any rural place is called Podger's. It was the house of a Mr.
Prior, a farmhouse, probably, that stood here at some time or other
and was a local landmark. Oh, there are a great many examples of
the same thing, here and everywhere else. This suburb of ours used
to be a village, and because some of the people slurred the name
and pronounced it Holliwell, many a minor poet indulged in fancies
about a Holy Well, with spells and fairies and all the rest of it,
filling the suburban drawing-rooms with the Celtic twilight.
Whereas anyone acquainted with the facts knows that 'Hollinwall'
simply means 'the hole in the wall,' and probably referred to some
quite trivial accident. That's what I mean when I say that we don't
so much find old things as we find new ones."

Crane seemed to have grown somewhat inattentive to the little
lecture on antiquities and novelties, and the cause of his
restlessness was soon apparent, and indeed approaching. Lord
Bulmer's sister, Juliet Bray, was coming slowly across the lawn,
accompanied by one gentleman and followed by two others. The young
architect was in the illogical condition of mind in which he
preferred three to one.

The man walking with the lady was no other than the eminent
Prince Borodino, who was at least as famous as a distinguished
diplomatist ought to be, in the interests of what is called secret
diplomacy. He had been paying a round of visits at various English
country houses, and exactly what he was doing for diplomacy at
Prior's Park was as much a secret as any diplomatist could desire.
The obvious thing to say of his appearance was that he would have
been extremely handsome if he had not been entirely bald. But,
indeed, that would itself be a rather bald way of putting it.
Fantastic as it sounds, it would fit the case better to say that
people would have been surprised to see hair growing on him; as
surprised as if they had found hair growing on the bust of a Roman
emperor. His tall figure was buttoned up in a tight-waisted fashion
that rather accentuated his potential bulk, and he wore a red
flower in his buttonhole. Of the two men walking behind one was
also bald, but in a more partial and also a more premature fashion,
for his drooping mustache was still yellow, and if his eyes were
somewhat heavy it was with languor and not with age. It was Horne
Fisher, and he was talking as easily and idly about everything as
he always did. His companion was a more striking, and even more
sinister, figure, and he had the added importance of being Lord
Bulmer's oldest and most intimate friend. He was generally known
with a severe simplicity as Mr. Brain; but it was understood that
he had been a judge and police official in India, and that he had
enemies, who had represented his measures against crime as
themselves almost criminal. He was a brown skeleton of a man with
dark, deep, sunken eyes and a black mustache that hid the meaning
of his mouth. Though he had the look of one wasted by some tropical
disease, his movements were much more alert than those of his
lounging companion.

"It's all settled," announced the lady, with great animation,
when they came within hailing distance. "You've all got to put on
masquerade things and very likely skates as well, though the prince
says they don't go with it; but we don't care about that. It's
freezing already, and we don't often get such a chance in
England."

"Even in India we don't exactly skate all the year round,"
observed Mr. Brain.

"And even Italy is not primarily associated with ice," said the
Italian.

"Italy is primarily associated with ices," remarked Mr. Horne
Fisher. "I mean with ice cream men. Most people in this country
imagine that Italy is entirely populated with ice cream men and
organ grinders. There certainly are a lot of them; perhaps they're
an invading army in disguise."

"How do you know they are not the secret emissaries of our
diplomacy?" asked the prince, with a slightly scornful smile. "An
army of organ grinders might pick up hints, and their monkeys might
pick up all sort of things."

"The organs are organized in fact," said the flippant Mr.
Fisher. "Well, I've known it pretty cold before now in Italy and
even in India, up on the Himalayan slopes. The ice on our own
little round pond will be quite cozy by comparison."

Juliet Bray was an attractive lady with dark hair and eyebrows
and dancing eyes, and there was a geniality and even generosity in
her rather imperious ways. In most matters she could command her
brother, though that nobleman, like many other men of vague ideas,
was not without a touch of the bully when he was at bay. She could
certainly command her guests, even to the extent of decking out the
most respectable and reluctant of them with her mediaeval
masquerade. And it really seemed as if she could command the
elements also, like a witch. For the weather steadily hardened and
sharpened; that night the ice of the lake, glimmering in the
moonlight, was like a marble floor, and they had begun to dance and
skate on it before it was dark.

Prior's Park, or, more properly, the surrounding district of
Holinwall, was a country seat that had become a suburb; having once
had only a dependent village at its doors, it now found outside all
its doors the signals of the expansion of London. Mr. Haddow, who
was engaged in historical researches both in the library and the
locality, could find little assistance in the latter. He had
already realized, from the documents, that Prior's Park had
originally been something like Prior's Farm, named after some local
figure, but the new social conditions were all against his tracing
the story by its traditions. Had any of the real rustics remained,
he would probably have found some lingering legend of Mr. Prior,
however remote he might be. But the new nomadic population of
clerks and artisans, constantly shifting their homes from one
suburb to another, or their children from one school to another,
could have no corporate continuity. They had all that forgetfulness
of history that goes everywhere with the extension of
education.

Nevertheless, when he came out of the library next morning and
saw the wintry trees standing round the frozen pond like a black
forest, he felt he might well have been far in the depths of the
country. The old wall running round the park kept that inclosure
itself still entirely rural and romantic, and one could easily
imagine that the depths of that dark forest faded away indefinitely
into distant vales and hills. The gray and black and silver of the
wintry wood were all the more severe or somber as a contrast to the
colored carnival groups that already stood on and around the frozen
pool. For the house party had already flung themselves impatiently
into fancy dress, and the lawyer, with his neat black suit and red
hair, was the only modern figure among them.

"Aren't you going to dress up?" asked Juliet, indignantly
shaking at him a horned and towering blue headdress of the
fourteenth century which framed her face very becomingly, fantastic
as it was. "Everybody here has to be in the Middle Ages. Even Mr.
Brain has put on a sort of brown dressing gown and says he's a
monk; and Mr. Fisher got hold of some old potato sacks in the
kitchen and sewed them together; he's supposed to be a monk, too.
As to the prince, he's perfectly glorious, in great crimson robes
as a cardinal. He looks as if he could poison everybody. You simply
must be something."

"I will be something later in the day," he replied. "At present
I am nothing but an antiquary and an attorney. I have to see your
brother presently, about some legal business and also some local
investigations he asked me to make. I must look a little like a
steward when I give an account of my stewardship."

"Oh, but my brother has dressed up!" cried the girl. "Very much
so. No end, if I may say so. Why he's bearing down on you now in
all his glory."

The noble lord was indeed marching toward them in a magnificent
sixteenth-century costume of purple and gold, with a gold-hilted
sword and a plumed cap, and manners to match. Indeed, there was
something more than his usual expansiveness of bodily action in his
appearance at that moment. It almost seemed, so to speak, that the
plumes on his hat had gone to his head. He flapped his great,
gold-lined cloak like the wings of a fairy king in a pantomime; he
even drew his sword with a flourish and waved it about as he did
his walking stick. In the light of after events there seemed to be
something monstrous and ominous about that exuberance, something of
the spirit that is called fey. At the time it merely crossed a few
people's minds that he might possibly be drunk.

As he strode toward his sister the first figure he passed was
that of Leonard Crane, clad in Lincoln green, with the horn and
baldrick and sword appropriate to Robin Hood; for he was standing
nearest to the lady, where, indeed, he might have been found during
a disproportionate part of the time. He had displayed one of his
buried talents in the matter of skating, and now that the skating
was over seemed disposed to prolong the partnership. The boisterous
Bulmer playfully made a pass at him with his drawn sword, going
forward with the lunge in the proper fencing fashion, and making a
somewhat too familiar Shakespearean quotation about a rodent and a
Venetian coin.

Probably in Crane also there was a subdued excitement just then;
anyhow, in one flash he had drawn his own sword and parried; and
then suddenly, to the surprise of everyone, Bulmer's weapon seemed
to spring out of his hand into the air and rolled away on the
ringing ice.

"Well, I never!" said the lady, as if with justifiable
indignation. "You never told me you could fence, too."

Bulmer put up his sword with an air rather bewildered than
annoyed, which increased the impression of something irresponsible
in his mood at the moment; then he turned rather abruptly to his
lawyer, saying:

"We can settle up about the estate after dinner; I've missed
nearly all the skating as it is, and I doubt if the ice will hold
till to-morrow night. I think I shall get up early and have a spin
by myself."

"You won't be disturbed with my company," said Horne Fisher, in
his weary fashion. "If I have to begin the day with ice, in the
American fashion, I prefer it in smaller quantities. But no early
hours for me in December. The early bird catches the cold."

"Oh, I shan't die of catching a cold," answered Bulmer, and
laughed.

* * *

A considerable group of the skating party had consisted of the
guests staying at the house, and the rest had tailed off in twos
and threes some time before most of the guests began to retire for
the night. Neighbors, always invited to Prior's Park on such
occasions, went back to their own houses in motors or on foot; the
legal and archeological gentleman had returned to the Inns of Court
by a late train, to get a paper called for during his consultation
with his client; and most of the other guests were drifting and
lingering at various stages on their way up to bed. Horne Fisher,
as if to deprive himself of any excuse for his refusal of early
rising, had been the first to retire to his room; but, sleepy as he
looked, he could not sleep. He had picked up from a table the book
of antiquarian topography, in which Haddow had found his first
hints about the origin of the local name, and, being a man with a
quiet and quaint capacity for being interested in anything, he
began to read it steadily, making notes now and then of details on
which his previous reading left him with a certain doubt about his
present conclusions. His room was the one nearest to the lake in
the center of the woods, and was therefore the quietest, and none
of the last echoes of the evening's festivity could reach him. He
had followed carefully the argument which established the
derivation from Mr. Prior's farm and the hole in the wall, and
disposed of any fashionable fancy about monks and magic wells, when
he began to be conscious of a noise audible in the frozen silence
of the night. It was not a particularly loud noise, but it seemed
to consist of a series of thuds or heavy blows, such as might be
struck on a wooden door by a man seeking to enter. They were
followed by something like a faint creak or crack, as if the
obstacle had either been opened or had given way. He opened his own
bedroom door and listened, but as he heard talk and laughter all
over the lower floors, he had no reason to fear that a summons
would be neglected or the house left without protection. He went to
his open window, looking out over the frozen pond and the moonlit
statue in the middle of their circle of darkling woods, and
listened again. But silence had returned to that silent place, and,
after straining his ears for a considerable time, he could hear
nothing but the solitary hoot of a distant departing train. Then he
reminded himself how many nameless noises can be heard by the
wakeful during the most ordinary night, and shrugging his
shoulders, went wearily to bed.

He awoke suddenly and sat up in bed with his ears filled, as
with thunder, with the throbbing echoes of a rending cry. He
remained rigid for a moment, and then sprang out of bed, throwing
on the loose gown of sacking he had worn all day. He went first to
the window, which was open, but covered with a thick curtain, so
that his room was still completely dark; but when he tossed the
curtain aside and put his head out, he saw that a gray and silver
daybreak had already appeared behind the black woods that
surrounded the little lake, and that was all that he did see.
Though the sound had certainly come in through the open window from
this direction, the whole scene was still and empty under the
morning light as under the moonlight. Then the long, rather
lackadaisical hand he had laid on a window sill gripped it tighter,
as if to master a tremor, and his peering blue eyes grew bleak with
fear. It may seem that his emotion was exaggerated and needless,
considering the effort of common sense by which he had conquered
his nervousness about the noise on the previous night. But that had
been a very different sort of noise. It might have been made by
half a hundred things, from the chopping of wood to the breaking of
bottles. There was only one thing in nature from which could come
the sound that echoed through the dark house at daybreak. It was
the awful articulate voice of man; and it was something worse, for
he knew what man.

He knew also that it had been a shout for help. It seemed to him
that he had heard the very word; but the word, short as it was, had
been swallowed up, as if the man had been stifled or snatched away
even as he spoke. Only the mocking reverberations of it remained
even in his memory, but he had no doubt of the original voice. He
had no doubt that the great bull's voice of Francis Bray, Baron
Bulmer, had been heard for the last time between the darkness and
the lifting dawn.

How long he stood there he never knew, but he was startled into
life by the first living thing that he saw stirring in that
half-frozen landscape. Along the path beside the lake, and
immediately under his window, a figure was walking slowly and
softly, but with great composure—a stately figure in robes of a
splendid scarlet; it was the Italian prince, still in his
cardinal's costume. Most of the company had indeed lived in their
costumes for the last day or two, and Fisher himself had assumed
his frock of sacking as a convenient dressing gown; but there
seemed, nevertheless, something unusually finished and formal, in
the way of an early bird, about this magnificent red cockatoo. It
was as if the early bird had been up all night.

"What is the matter?" he called, sharply, leaning out of the
window, and the Italian turned up his great yellow face like a mask
of brass.

"We had better discuss it downstairs," said Prince Borodino.

Fisher ran downstairs, and encountered the great, red-robed
figure entering the doorway and blocking the entrance with his
bulk.

"Did you hear that cry?" demanded Fisher.

"I heard a noise and I came out," answered the diplomatist, and
his face was too dark in the shadow for its expression to be
read.

"It was Bulmer's voice," insisted Fisher. "I'll swear it was
Bulmer's voice."

"Did you know him well?" asked the other.

The question seemed irrelevant, though it was not illogical, and
Fisher could only answer in a random fashion that he knew Lord
Bulmer only slightly.

"Nobody seems to have known him well," continued the Italian, in
level tones. "Nobody except that man Brain. Brain is rather older
than Bulmer, but I fancy they shared a good many secrets."

Fisher moved abruptly, as if waking from a momentary trance, and
said, in a new and more vigorous voice, "But look here, hadn't we
better get outside and see if anything has happened."

"The ice seems to be thawing," said the other, almost with
indifference.

When they emerged from the house, dark stains and stars in the
gray field of ice did indeed indicate that the frost was breaking
up, as their host had prophesied the day before, and the very
memory of yesterday brought back the mystery of to-day.

"He knew there would be a thaw," observed the prince. "He went
out skating quite early on purpose. Did he call out because he
landed in the water, do you think?"

Fisher looked puzzled. "Bulmer was the last man to bellow like
that because he got his boots wet. And that's all he could do here;
the water would hardly come up to the calf of a man of his size.
You can see the flat weeds on the floor of the lake, as if it were
through a thin pane of glass. No, if Bulmer had only broken the ice
he wouldn't have said much at the moment, though possibly a good
deal afterward. We should have found him stamping and damning up
and down this path, and calling for clean boots."

"Let us hope we shall find him as happily employed," remarked
the diplomatist. "In that case the voice must have come out of the
wood."

"I'll swear it didn't come out of the house," said Fisher; and
the two disappeared together into the twilight of wintry trees.

The plantation stood dark against the fiery colors of sunrise, a
black fringe having that feathery appearance which makes trees when
they are bare the very reverse of rugged. Hours and hours
afterward, when the same dense, but delicate, margin was dark
against the greenish colors opposite the sunset, the search thus
begun at sunrise had not come to an end. By successive stages, and
to slowly gathering groups of the company, it became apparent that
the most extraordinary of all gaps had appeared in the party; the
guests could find no trace of their host anywhere. The servants
reported that his bed had been slept in and his skates and his
fancy costume were gone, as if he had risen early for the purpose
he had himself avowed. But from the top of the house to the bottom,
from the walls round the park to the pond in the center, there was
no trace of Lord Bulmer, dead or alive. Horne Fisher realized that
a chilling premonition had already prevented him from expecting to
find the man alive. But his bald brow was wrinkled over an entirely
new and unnatural problem, in not finding the man at all.

He considered the possibility of Bulmer having gone off of his
own accord, for some reason; but after fully weighing it he finally
dismissed it. It was inconsistent with the unmistakable voice heard
at daybreak, and with many other practical obstacles. There was
only one gateway in the ancient and lofty wall round the small
park; the lodge keeper kept it locked till late in the morning, and
the lodge keeper had seen no one pass. Fisher was fairly sure that
he had before him a mathematical problem in an inclosed space. His
instinct had been from the first so attuned to the tragedy that it
would have been almost a relief to him to find the corpse. He would
have been grieved, but not horrified, to come on the nobleman's
body dangling from one of his own trees as from a gibbet, or
floating in his own pool like a pallid weed. What horrified him was
to find nothing.

He soon become conscious that he was not alone even in his most
individual and isolated experiments. He often found a figure
following him like his shadow, in silent and almost secret
clearings in the plantation or outlying nooks and corners of the
old wall. The dark-mustached mouth was as mute as the deep eyes
were mobile, darting incessantly hither and thither, but it was
clear that Brain of the Indian police had taken up the trail like
an old hunter after a tiger. Seeing that he was the only personal
friend of the vanished man, this seemed natural enough, and Fisher
resolved to deal frankly with him.

"This silence is rather a social strain," he said. "May I break
the ice by talking about the weather?—which, by the way, has
already broken the ice. I know that breaking the ice might be a
rather melancholy metaphor in this case."

"I don't think so," replied Brain, shortly. "I don't fancy the
ice had much to do with it. I don't see how it could."

"What would you propose doing?" asked Fisher.

"Well, we've sent for the authorities, of course, but I hope to
find something out before they come," replied the Anglo-Indian. "I
can't say I have much hope from police methods in this country. Too
much red tape, habeas corpus and that sort of thing. What we want
is to see that nobody bolts; the nearest we could get to it would
be to collect the company and count them, so to speak. Nobody's
left lately, except that lawyer who was poking about for
antiquities."

"Oh, he's out of it; he left last night," answered the other.
"Eight hours after Bulmer's chauffeur saw his lawyer off by the
train I heard Bulmer's own voice as plain as I hear yours now."

"I suppose you don't believe in spirits?" said the man from
India. After a pause he added: "There's somebody else I should like
to find, before we go after a fellow with an alibi in the Inner
Temple. What's become of that fellow in green—the architect dressed
up as a forester? I haven't seem him about."

Mr. Brain managed to secure his assembly of all the distracted
company before the arrival of the police. But when he first began
to comment once more on the young architect's delay in putting in
an appearance, he found himself in the presence of a minor mystery,
and a psychological development of an entirely unexpected kind.

Juliet Bray had confronted the catastrophe of her brother's
disappearance with a somber stoicism in which there was, perhaps,
more paralysis than pain; but when the other question came to the
surface she was both agitated and angry.

"We don't want to jump to any conclusions about anybody," Brain
was saying in his staccato style. "But we should like to know a
little more about Mr. Crane. Nobody seems to know much about him,
or where he comes from. And it seems a sort of coincidence that
yesterday he actually crossed swords with poor Bulmer, and could
have stuck him, too, since he showed himself the better swordsman.
Of course, that may be an accident and couldn't possibly be called
a case against anybody; but then we haven't the means to make a
real case against anybody. Till the police come we are only a pack
of very amateur sleuthhounds."

"And I think you're a pack of snobs," said Juliet. "Because Mr.
Crane is a genius who's made his own way, you try to suggest he's a
murderer without daring to say so. Because he wore a toy sword and
happened to know how to use it, you want us to believe he used it
like a bloodthirsty maniac for no reason in the world. And because
he could have hit my brother and didn't, you deduce that he did.
That's the sort of way you argue. And as for his having
disappeared, you're wrong in that as you are in everything else,
for here he comes."

And, indeed, the green figure of the fictitious Robin Hood
slowly detached itself from the gray background of the trees, and
came toward them as she spoke.

He approached the group slowly, but with composure; but he was
decidedly pale, and the eyes of Brain and Fisher had already taken
in one detail of the green-clad figure more clearly than all the
rest. The horn still swung from his baldrick, but the sword was
gone.

Rather to the surprise of the company, Brain did not follow up
the question thus suggested; but, while retaining an air of leading
the inquiry, had also an appearance of changing the subject.

"Now we're all assembled," he observed, quietly, "there is a
question I want to ask to begin with. Did anybody here actually see
Lord Bulmer this morning?"

Leonard Crane turned his pale face round the circle of faces
till he came to Juliet's; then he compressed his lips a little and
said:

"Yes, I saw him."

"Was he alive and well?" asked Brain, quickly. "How was he
dressed?"

"He appeared exceedingly well," replied Crane, with a curious
intonation. "He was dressed as he was yesterday, in that purple
costume copied from the portrait of his ancestor in the sixteenth
century. He had his skates in his hand."

"And his sword at his side, I suppose," added the questioner.
"Where is your own sword, Mr. Crane?"

"I threw it away."

In the singular silence that ensued, the train of thought in
many minds became involuntarily a series of colored pictures.

They had grown used to their fanciful garments looking more gay
and gorgeous against the dark gray and streaky silver of the
forest, so that the moving figures glowed like stained-glass saints
walking. The effect had been more fitting because so many of them
had idly parodied pontifical or monastic dress. But the most
arresting attitude that remained in their memories had been
anything but merely monastic; that of the moment when the figure in
bright green and the other in vivid violet had for a moment made a
silver cross of their crossing swords. Even when it was a jest it
had been something of a drama; and it was a strange and sinister
thought that in the gray daybreak the same figures in the same
posture might have been repeated as a tragedy.

"Did you quarrel with him?" asked Brain, suddenly.

"Yes," replied the immovable man in green. "Or he quarreled with
me."

"Why did he quarrel with you?" asked the investigator; and
Leonard Crane made no reply.

Horne Fisher, curiously enough, had only given half his
attention to this crucial cross-examination. His heavy-lidded eyes
had languidly followed the figure of Prince Borodino, who at this
stage had strolled away toward the fringe of the wood; and, after a
pause, as of meditation, had disappeared into the darkness of the
trees.

He was recalled from his irrelevance by the voice of Juliet
Bray, which rang out with an altogether new note of decision:

"If that is the difficulty, it had best be cleared up. I am
engaged to Mr. Crane, and when we told my brother he did not
approve of it; that is all."

Neither Brain nor Fisher exhibited any surprise, but the former
added, quietly:

"Except, I suppose, that he and your brother went off into the
wood to discuss it, where Mr. Crane mislaid his sword, not to
mention his companion."

"And may I ask," inquired Crane, with a certain flicker of
mockery passing over his pallid features, "what I am supposed to
have done with either of them? Let us adopt the cheerful thesis
that I am a murderer; it has yet to be shown that I am a magician.
If I ran your unfortunate friend through the body, what did I do
with the body? Did I have it carried away by seven flying dragons,
or was it merely a trifling matter of turning it into a milk-white
hind?"

"It is no occasion for sneering," said the Anglo-Indian judge,
with abrupt authority. "It doesn't make it look better for you that
you can joke about the loss."

Fisher's dreamy, and even dreary, eye was still on the edge of
the wood behind, and he became conscious of masses of dark red,
like a stormy sunset cloud, glowing through the gray network of the
thin trees, and the prince in his cardinal's robes reemerged on to
the pathway. Brain had had half a notion that the prince might have
gone to look for the lost rapier. But when he reappeared he was
carrying in his hand, not a sword, but an ax.

The incongruity between the masquerade and the mystery had
created a curious psychological atmosphere. At first they had all
felt horribly ashamed at being caught in the foolish disguises of a
festival, by an event that had only too much the character of a
funeral. Many of them would have already gone back and dressed in
clothes that were more funereal or at least more formal. But
somehow at the moment this seemed like a second masquerade, more
artificial and frivolous than the first. And as they reconciled
themselves to their ridiculous trappings, a curious sensation had
come over some of them, notably over the more sensitive, like Crane
and Fisher and Juliet, but in some degree over everybody except the
practical Mr. Brain. It was almost as if they were the ghosts of
their own ancestors haunting that dark wood and dismal lake, and
playing some old part that they only half remembered. The movements
of those colored figures seemed to mean something that had been
settled long before, like a silent heraldry. Acts, attitudes,
external objects, were accepted as an allegory even without the
key; and they knew when a crisis had come, when they did not know
what it was. And somehow they knew subconsciously that the whole
tale had taken a new and terrible turn, when they saw the prince
stand in the gap of the gaunt trees, in his robes of angry crimson
and with his lowering face of bronze, bearing in his hand a new
shape of death. They could not have named a reason, but the two
swords seemed indeed to have become toy swords and the whole tale
of them broken and tossed away like a toy. Borodino looked like the
Old World headsman, clad in terrible red, and carrying the ax for
the execution of the criminal. And the criminal was not Crane.

Mr. Brain of the Indian police was glaring at the new object,
and it was a moment or two before he spoke, harshly and almost
hoarsely.

"What are you doing with that?" he asked. "Seems to be a
woodman's chopper."

"A natural association of ideas," observed Horne Fisher. "If you
meet a cat in a wood you think it's a wildcat, though it may have
just strolled from the drawing-room sofa. As a matter of fact, I
happen to know that is not the woodman's chopper. It's the kitchen
chopper, or meat ax, or something like that, that somebody has
thrown away in the wood. I saw it in the kitchen myself when I was
getting the potato sacks with which I reconstructed a mediaeval
hermit."

"All the same, it is not without interest," remarked the prince,
holding out the instrument to Fisher, who took it and examined it
carefully. "A butcher's cleaver that has done butcher's work."

"It was certainly the instrument of the crime," assented Fisher,
in a low voice.

Brain was staring at the dull blue gleam of the ax head with
fierce and fascinated eyes. "I don't understand you," he said.
"There is no—there are no marks on it."

"It has shed no blood," answered Fisher, "but for all that it
has committed a crime. This is as near as the criminal came to the
crime when he committed it."

"What do you mean?"

"He was not there when he did it," explained Fisher. "It's a
poor sort of murderer who can't murder people when he isn't
there."

"You seem to be talking merely for the sake of mystification,"
said Brain. "If you have any practical advice to give you might as
well make it intelligible."

"The only practical advice I can suggest," said Fisher,
thoughtfully, "is a little research into local topography and
nomenclature. They say there used to be a Mr. Prior, who had a farm
in this neighborhood. I think some details about the domestic life
of the late Mr. Prior would throw a light on this terrible
business."

"And you have nothing more immediate than your topography to
offer," said Brain, with a sneer, "to help me avenge my
friend?"

"Well," said Fisher, "I should find out the truth about the Hole
in the Wall."

* * *

That night, at the close of a stormy twilight and under a strong
west wind that followed the breaking of the frost, Leonard Crane
was wending his way in a wild rotatory walk round and round the
high, continuous wall that inclosed the little wood. He was driven
by a desperate idea of solving for himself the riddle that had
clouded his reputation and already even threatened his liberty. The
police authorities, now in charge of the inquiry, had not arrested
him, but he knew well enough that if he tried to move far afield he
would be instantly arrested. Horne Fisher's fragmentary hints,
though he had refused to expand them as yet, had stirred the
artistic temperament of the architect to a sort of wild analysis,
and he was resolved to read the hieroglyph upside down and every
way until it made sense. If it was something connected with a hole
in the wall he would find the hole in the wall; but, as a matter of
fact, he was unable to find the faintest crack in the wall. His
professional knowledge told him that the masonry was all of one
workmanship and one date, and, except for the regular entrance,
which threw no light on the mystery, he found nothing suggesting
any sort of hiding place or means of escape. Walking a narrow path
between the winding wall and the wild eastward bend and sweep of
the gray and feathery trees, seeing shifting gleams of a lost
sunset winking almost like lightning as the clouds of tempest
scudded across the sky and mingling with the first faint blue light
from a slowly strengthened moon behind him, he began to feel his
head going round as his heels were going round and round the blind
recurrent barrier. He had thoughts on the border of thought;
fancies about a fourth dimension which was itself a hole to hide
anything, of seeing everything from a new angle out of a new window
in the senses; or of some mystical light and transparency, like the
new rays of chemistry, in which he could see Bulmer's body,
horrible and glaring, floating in a lurid halo over the woods and
the wall. He was haunted also with the hint, which somehow seemed
to be equally horrifying, that it all had something to do with Mr.
Prior. There seemed even to be something creepy in the fact that he
was always respectfully referred to as Mr. Prior, and that it was
in the domestic life of the dead farmer that he had been bidden to
seek the seed of these dreadful things. As a matter of fact, he had
found that no local inquiries had revealed anything at all about
the Prior family.

The moonlight had broadened and brightened, the wind had driven
off the clouds and itself died fitfully away, when he came round
again to the artificial lake in front of the house. For some reason
it looked a very artificial lake; indeed, the whole scene was like
a classical landscape with a touch of Watteau; the Palladian facade
of the house pale in the moon, and the same silver touching the
very pagan and naked marble nymph in the middle of the pond. Rather
to his surprise, he found another figure there beside the statue,
sitting almost equally motionless; and the same silver pencil
traced the wrinkled brow and patient face of Horne Fisher, still
dressed as a hermit and apparently practicing something of the
solitude of a hermit. Nevertheless, he looked up at Leonard Crane
and smiled, almost as if he had expected him.

"Look here," said Crane, planting himself in front of him, "can
you tell me anything about this business?"

"I shall soon have to tell everybody everything about it,"
replied Fisher, "but I've no objection to telling you something
first. But, to begin with, will you tell me something? What really
happened when you met Bulmer this morning? You did throw away your
sword, but you didn't kill him."

"I didn't kill him because I threw away my sword," said the
other. "I did it on purpose—or I'm not sure what might have
happened."

After a pause he went on, quietly: "The late Lord Bulmer was a
very breezy gentleman, extremely breezy. He was very genial with
his inferiors, and would have his lawyer and his architect staying
in his house for all sorts of holidays and amusements. But there
was another side to him, which they found out when they tried to be
his equals. When I told him that his sister and I were engaged,
something happened which I simply can't and won't describe. It
seemed to me like some monstrous upheaval of madness. But I suppose
the truth is painfully simple. There is such a thing as the
coarseness of a gentleman. And it is the most horrible thing in
humanity."

"I know," said Fisher. "The Renaissance nobles of the Tudor time
were like that."

"It is odd that you should say that," Crane went on. "For while
we were talking there came on me a curious feeling that we were
repeating some scene of the past, and that I was really some
outlaw, found in the woods like Robin Hood, and that he had really
stepped in all his plumes and purple out of the picture frame of
the ancestral portrait. Anyhow, he was the man in possession, and
he neither feared God nor regarded man. I defied him, of course,
and walked away. I might really have killed him if I had not walked
away."

"Yes," said Fisher, nodding, "his ancestor was in possession and
he was in possession, and this is the end of the story. It all fits
in."

"Fits in with what?" cried his companion, with sudden
impatience. "I can't make head or tail of it. You tell me to look
for the secret in the hole in the wall, but I can't find any hole
in the wall."

"There isn't any," said Fisher. "That's the secret." After
reflecting a moment, he added: "Unless you call it a hole in the
wall of the world. Look here; I'll tell you if you like, but I'm
afraid it involves an introduction. You've got to understand one of
the tricks of the modern mind, a tendency that most people obey
without noticing it. In the village or suburb outside there's an
inn with the sign of St. George and the Dragon. Now suppose I went
about telling everybody that this was only a corruption of King
George and the Dragoon. Scores of people would believe it, without
any inquiry, from a vague feeling that it's probable because it's
prosaic. It turns something romantic and legendary into something
recent and ordinary. And that somehow makes it sound rational,
though it is unsupported by reason. Of course some people would
have the sense to remember having seen St. George in old Italian
pictures and French romances, but a good many wouldn't think about
it at all. They would just swallow the skepticism because it was
skepticism. Modern intelligence won't accept anything on authority.
But it will accept anything without authority. That's exactly what
has happened here.

"When some critic or other chose to say that Prior's Park was
not a priory, but was named after some quite modern man named
Prior, nobody really tested the theory at all. It never occurred to
anybody repeating the story to ask if
there was any Mr. Prior, if anybody had ever
seen him or heard of him. As a matter of fact, it was a priory, and
shared the fate of most priories—that is, the Tudor gentleman with
the plumes simply stole it by brute force and turned it into his
own private house; he did worse things, as you shall hear. But the
point here is that this is how the trick works, and the trick works
in the same way in the other part of the tale. The name of this
district is printed Holinwall in all the best maps produced by the
scholars; and they allude lightly, not without a smile, to the fact
that it was pronounced Holiwell by the most ignorant and
old-fashioned of the poor. But it is spelled wrong and pronounced
right."

"Do you mean to say," asked Crane, quickly, "that there really
was a well?"

"There is a well," said Fisher, "and the truth lies at the
bottom of it."

As he spoke he stretched out his hand and pointed toward the
sheet of water in front of him.

"The well is under that water somewhere," he said, "and this is
not the first tragedy connected with it. The founder of this house
did something which his fellow ruffians very seldom did; something
that had to be hushed up even in the anarchy of the pillage of the
monasteries. The well was connected with the miracles of some
saint, and the last prior that guarded it was something like a
saint himself; certainly he was something very like a martyr. He
defied the new owner and dared him to pollute the place, till the
noble, in a fury, stabbed him and flung his body into the well,
whither, after four hundred years, it has been followed by an heir
of the usurper, clad in the same purple and walking the world with
the same pride."

"But how did it happen," demanded Crane, "that for the first
time Bulmer fell in at that particular spot?"

"Because the ice was only loosened at that particular spot, by
the only man who knew it," answered Horne Fisher. "It was cracked
deliberately, with the kitchen chopper, at that special place; and
I myself heard the hammering and did not understand it. The place
had been covered with an artificial lake, if only because the whole
truth had to be covered with an artificial legend. But don't you
see that it is exactly what those pagan nobles would have done, to
desecrate it with a sort of heathen goddess, as the Roman Emperor
built a temple to Venus on the Holy Sepulchre. But the truth could
still be traced out, by any scholarly man determined to trace it.
And this man was determined to trace it."

"What man?" asked the other, with a shadow of the answer in his
mind.

"The only man who has an alibi," replied Fisher. "James Haddow,
the antiquarian lawyer, left the night before the fatality, but he
left that black star of death on the ice. He left abruptly, having
previously proposed to stay; probably, I think, after an ugly scene
with Bulmer, at their legal interview. As you know yourself, Bulmer
could make a man feel pretty murderous, and I rather fancy the
lawyer had himself irregularities to confess, and was in danger of
exposure by his client. But it's my reading of human nature that a
man will cheat in his trade, but not in his hobby. Haddow may have
been a dishonest lawyer, but he couldn't help being an honest
antiquary. When he got on the track of the truth about the Holy
Well he had to follow it up; he was not to be bamboozled with
newspaper anecdotes about Mr. Prior and a hole in the wall; he
found out everything, even to the exact location of the well, and
he was rewarded, if being a successful assassin can be regarded as
a reward."

"And how did you get on the track of all this hidden history?"
asked the young architect.

A cloud came across the brow of Horne Fisher. "I knew only too
much about it already," he said, "and, after all, it's shameful for
me to be speaking lightly of poor Bulmer, who has paid his penalty;
but the rest of us haven't. I dare say every cigar I smoke and
every liqueur I drink comes directly or indirectly from the
harrying of the holy places and the persecution of the poor. After
all, it needs very little poking about in the past to find that
hole in the wall, that great breach in the defenses of English
history. It lies just under the surface of a thin sheet of sham
information and instruction, just as the black and blood-stained
well lies just under that floor of shallow water and flat weeds.
Oh, the ice is thin, but it bears; it is strong enough to support
us when we dress up as monks and dance on it, in mockery of the
dear, quaint old Middle Ages. They told me I must put on fancy
dress; so I did put on fancy dress, according to my own taste and
fancy. I put on the only costume I think fit for a man who has
inherited the position of a gentleman, and yet has not entirely
lost the feelings of one."

In answer to a look of inquiry, he rose with a sweeping and
downward gesture.

"Sackcloth," he said; "and I would wear the ashes as well if
they would stay on my bald head."

 











Chapter 7
THE TEMPLE OF SILENCE


 

HAROLD MARCH and
the few who cultivated the friendship of Horne Fisher, especially
if they saw something of him in his own social setting, were
conscious of a certain solitude in his very sociability. They
seemed to be always meeting his relations and never meeting his
family. Perhaps it would be truer to say that they saw much of his
family and nothing of his home. His cousins and connections
ramified like a labyrinth all over the governing class of Great
Britain, and he seemed to be on good, or at least on good-humored,
terms with most of them. For Horne Fisher was remarkable for a
curious impersonal information and interest touching all sorts of
topics, so that one could sometimes fancy that his culture, like
his colorless, fair mustache and pale, drooping features, had the
neutral nature of a chameleon. Anyhow, he could always get on with
viceroys and Cabinet Ministers and all the great men responsible
for great departments, and talk to each of them on his own subject,
on the branch of study with which he was most seriously concerned.
Thus he could converse with the Minister for War about silkworms,
with the Minister of Education about detective stories, with the
Minister of Labor about Limoges enamel, and with the Minister of
Missions and Moral Progress (if that be his correct title) about
the pantomime boys of the last four decades. And as the first was
his first cousin, the second his second cousin, the third his
brother-in-law, and the fourth his uncle by marriage, this
conversational versatility certainly served in one sense to create
a happy family. But March never seemed to get a glimpse of that
domestic interior to which men of the middle classes are accustomed
in their friendships, and which is indeed the foundation of
friendship and love and everything else in any sane and stable
society. He wondered whether Horne Fisher was both an orphan and an
only child.

It was, therefore, with something like a start that he found
that Fisher had a brother, much more prosperous and powerful than
himself, though hardly, March thought, so entertaining. Sir Henry
Harland Fisher, with half the alphabet after his name, was
something at the Foreign Office far more tremendous than the
Foreign Secretary. Apparently, it ran in the family, after all; for
it seemed there was another brother, Ashton Fisher, in India,
rather more tremendous than the Viceroy. Sir Henry Fisher was a
heavier, but handsomer edition of his brother, with a brow equally
bald, but much more smooth. He was very courteous, but a shade
patronizing, not only to March, but even, as March fancied, to
Horne Fisher as well. The latter gentleman, who had many intuitions
about the half-formed thoughts of others, glanced at the topic
himself as they came away from the great house in Berkeley
Square.

"Why, don't you know," he observed quietly, "that I am the fool
of the family?"

"It must be a clever family," said Harold March, with a
smile.

"Very gracefully expressed," replied Fisher; "that is the best
of having a literary training. Well, perhaps it is an exaggeration
to say I am the fool of the family. It's enough to say I am the
failure of the family."

"It seems queer to me that you should fail especially," remarked
the journalist. "As they say in the examinations, what did you fail
in?"

"Politics," replied his friend. "I stood for Parliament when I
was quite a young man and got in by an enormous majority, with loud
cheers and chairing round the town. Since then, of course, I've
been rather under a cloud."

"I'm afraid I don't quite understand the 'of course,'" answered
March, laughing.

"That part of it isn't worth understanding," said Fisher. "But
as a matter of fact, old chap, the other part of it was rather odd
and interesting. Quite a detective story in its way, as well as the
first lesson I had in what modern politics are made of. If you
like, I'll tell you all about it." And the following, recast in a
less allusive and conversational manner, is the story that he
told.

Nobody privileged of late years to meet Sir Henry Harland Fisher
would believe that he had ever been called Harry. But, indeed, he
had been boyish enough when a boy, and that serenity which shone on
him through life, and which now took the form of gravity, had once
taken the form of gayety. His friends would have said that he was
all the more ripe in his maturity for having been young in his
youth. His enemies would have said that he was still light minded,
but no longer light hearted. But in any case, the whole of the
story Horne Fisher had to tell arose out of the accident which had
made young Harry Fisher private secretary to Lord Saltoun. Hence
his later connection with the Foreign Office, which had, indeed,
come to him as a sort of legacy from his lordship when that great
man was the power behind the throne. This is not the place to say
much about Saltoun, little as was known of him and much as there
was worth knowing. England has had at least three or four such
secret statesmen. An aristocratic polity produces every now and
then an aristocrat who is also an accident, a man of intellectual
independence and insight, a Napoleon born in the purple. His vast
work was mostly invisible, and very little could be got out of him
in private life except a crusty and rather cynical sense of humor.
But it was certainly the accident of his presence at a family
dinner of the Fishers, and the unexpected opinion he expressed,
which turned what might have been a dinner-table joke into a sort
of small sensational novel.

Save for Lord Saltoun, it was a family party of Fishers, for the
only other distinguished stranger had just departed after dinner,
leaving the rest to their coffee and cigars. This had been a figure
of some interest—a young Cambridge man named Eric Hughes who was
the rising hope of the party of Reform, to which the Fisher family,
along with their friend Saltoun, had long been at least formally
attached. The personality of Hughes was substantially summed up in
the fact that he talked eloquently and earnestly through the whole
dinner, but left immediately after to be in time for an
appointment. All his actions had something at once ambitious and
conscientious; he drank no wine, but was slightly intoxicated with
words. And his face and phrases were on the front page of all the
newspapers just then, because he was contesting the safe seat of
Sir Francis Verner in the great by-election in the west. Everybody
was talking about the powerful speech against squirarchy which he
had just delivered; even in the Fisher circle everybody talked
about it except Horne Fisher himself who sat in a corner, lowering
over the fire.

"We jolly well have to thank him for putting some new life into
the old party," Ashton Fisher was saying. "This campaign against
the old squires just hits the degree of democracy there is in this
county. This act for extending county council control is
practically his bill; so you may say he's in the government even
before he's in the House."

"One's easier than the other," said Harry, carelessly. "I bet
the squire's a bigger pot than the county council in that county.
Verner is pretty well rooted; all these rural places are what you
call reactionary. Damning aristocrats won't alter it."

"He damns them rather well," observed Ashton. "We never had a
better meeting than the one in Barkington, which generally goes
Constitutional. And when he said, 'Sir Francis may boast of blue
blood; let us show we have red blood,' and went on to talk about
manhood and liberty, the room simply rose at him."

"Speaks very well," said Lord Saltoun, gruffly, making his only
contribution to the conversation so far.

Then the almost equally silent Horne Fisher suddenly spoke,
without taking his brooding eyes off the fire.

"What I can't understand," he said, "is why nobody is ever
slanged for the real reason."

"Hullo!" remarked Harry, humorously, "you beginning to take
notice?"

"Well, take Verner," continued Horne Fisher. "If we want to
attack Verner, why not attack him? Why compliment him on being a
romantic reactionary aristocrat? Who is Verner? Where does he come
from? His name sounds old, but I never heard of it before, as the
man said of the Crucifixion. Why talk about his blue blood? His
blood may be gamboge yellow with green spots, for all anybody
knows. All we know is that the old squire, Hawker, somehow ran
through his money (and his second wife's, I suppose, for she was
rich enough), and sold the estate to a man named Verner. What did
he make his money in? Oil? Army contracts?"

"I don't know," said Saltoun, looking at him thoughtfully.

"First thing I ever knew you didn't know," cried the exuberant
Harry.

"And there's more, besides," went on Horne Fisher, who seemed to
have suddenly found his tongue. "If we want country people to vote
for us, why don't we get somebody with some notion about the
country? We don't talk to people in Threadneedle Street about
nothing but turnips and pigsties. Why do we talk to people in
Somerset about nothing but slums and socialism? Why don't we give
the squire's land to the squire's tenants, instead of dragging in
the county council?"

"Three acres and a cow," cried Harry, emitting what the
Parliamentary reports call an ironical cheer.

"Yes," replied his brother, stubbornly. "Don't you think
agricultural laborers would rather have three acres and a cow than
three acres of printed forms and a committee? Why doesn't somebody
start a yeoman party in politics, appealing to the old traditions
of the small landowner? And why don't they attack men like Verner
for what they are, which is something about as old and traditional
as an American oil trust?"

"You'd better lead the yeoman party yourself," laughed Harry.
"Don't you think it would be a joke, Lord Saltoun, to see my
brother and his merry men, with their bows and bills, marching down
to Somerset all in Lincoln green instead of Lincoln and Bennet
hats?"

"No," answered Old Saltoun, "I don't think it would be a joke. I
think it would be an exceedingly serious and sensible idea."

"Well, I'm jiggered!" cried Harry Fisher, staring at him. "I
said just now it was the first fact you didn't know, and I should
say this is the first joke you didn't see."

"I've seen a good many things in my time," said the old man, in
his rather sour fashion. "I've told a good many lies in my time,
too, and perhaps I've got rather sick of them. But there are lies
and lies, for all that. Gentlemen used to lie just as schoolboys
lie, because they hung together and partly to help one another out.
But I'm damned if I can see why we should lie for these
cosmopolitan cads who only help themselves. They're not backing us
up any more; they're simply crowding us out. If a man like your
brother likes to go into Parliament as a yeoman or a gentleman or a
Jacobite or an Ancient Briton, I should say it would be a jolly
good thing."

In the rather startled silence that followed Horne Fisher sprang
to his feet and all his dreary manner dropped off him.

"I'm ready to do it to-morrow," he cried. "I suppose none of you
fellows would back me up."

Then Harry Fisher showed the finer side of his impetuosity. He
made a sudden movement as if to shake hands.

"You're a sport," he said, "and I'll back you up, if nobody else
will. But we can all back you up, can't we? I see what Lord Saltoun
means, and, of course, he's right. He's always right."

"So I will go down to Somerset," said Horne Fisher.

"Yes, it is on the way to Westminster," said Lord Saltoun, with
a smile.

And so it happened that Horne Fisher arrived some days later at
the little station of a rather remote market town in the west,
accompanied by a light suitcase and a lively brother. It must not
be supposed, however, that the brother's cheerful tone consisted
entirely of chaff. He supported the new candidate with hope as well
as hilarity; and at the back of his boisterous partnership there
was an increasing sympathy and encouragement. Harry Fisher had
always had an affection for his more quiet and eccentric brother,
and was now coming more and more to have a respect for him. As the
campaign proceeded the respect increased to ardent admiration. For
Harry was still young, and could feel the sort of enthusiasm for
his captain in electioneering that a schoolboy can feel for his
captain in cricket.

Nor was the admiration undeserved. As the new three-cornered
contest developed it became apparent to others besides his devoted
kinsman that there was more in Horne Fisher than had ever met the
eye. It was clear that his outbreak by the family fireside had been
but the culmination of a long course of brooding and studying on
the question. The talent he retained through life for studying his
subject, and even somebody else's subject, had long been
concentrated on this idea of championing a new peasantry against a
new plutocracy. He spoke to a crowd with eloquence and replied to
an individual with humor, two political arts that seemed to come to
him naturally. He certainly knew much more about rural problems
than either Hughes, the Reform candidate, or Verner, the
Constitutional candidate. And he probed those problems with a human
curiosity, and went below the surface in a way that neither of them
dreamed of doing. He soon became the voice of popular feelings that
are never found in the popular press. New angles of criticism,
arguments that had never before been uttered by an educated voice,
tests and comparisons that had been made only in dialect by men
drinking in the little local public houses, crafts half forgotten
that had come down by sign of hand and tongue from remote ages when
their fathers were free—all this created a curious and double
excitement. It startled the well informed by being a new and
fantastic idea they had never encountered. It startled the ignorant
by being an old and familiar idea they never thought to have seen
revived. Men saw things in a new light, and knew not even whether
it was the sunset or the dawn.

Practical grievances were there to make the movement formidable.
As Fisher went to and fro among the cottages and country inns, it
was borne in on him without difficulty that Sir Francis Verner was
a very bad landlord. Nor was the story of his acquisition of the
land any more ancient and dignified than he had supposed; the story
was well known in the county and in most respects was obvious
enough. Hawker, the old squire, had been a loose, unsatisfactory
sort of person, had been on bad terms with his first wife (who
died, as some said, of neglect), and had then married a flashy
South American Jewess with a fortune. But he must have worked his
way through this fortune also with marvelous rapidity, for he had
been compelled to sell the estate to Verner and had gone to live in
South America, possibly on his wife's estates. But Fisher noticed
that the laxity of the old squire was far less hated than the
efficiency of the new squire. Verner's history seemed to be full of
smart bargains and financial flutters that left other people short
of money and temper. But though he heard a great deal about Verner,
there was one thing that continually eluded him; something that
nobody knew, that even Saltoun had not known. He could not find out
how Verner had originally made his money.

"He must have kept it specially dark," said Horne Fisher to
himself. "It must be something he's really ashamed of. Hang it all!
what isa man ashamed of nowadays?"

And as he pondered on the possibilities they grew darker and
more distorted in his mind; he thought vaguely of things remote and
repulsive, strange forms of slavery or sorcery, and then of ugly
things yet more unnatural but nearer home. The figure of Verner
seemed to be blackened and transfigured in his imagination, and to
stand against varied backgrounds and strange skies.

As he strode up a village street, brooding thus, his eyes
encountered a complete contrast in the face of his other rival, the
Reform candidate. Eric Hughes, with his blown blond hair and eager
undergraduate face, was just getting into his motor car and saying
a few final words to his agent, a sturdy, grizzled man named Gryce.
Eric Hughes waved his hand in a friendly fashion; but Gryce eyed
him with some hostility. Eric Hughes was a young man with genuine
political enthusiasms, but he knew that political opponents are
people with whom one may have to dine any day. But Mr. Gryce was a
grim little local Radical, a champion of the chapel, and one of
those happy people whose work is also their hobby. He turned his
back as the motor car drove away, and walked briskly up the sunlit
high street of the little town, whistling, with political papers
sticking out of his pocket.

Fisher looked pensively after the resolute figure for a moment,
and then, as if by an impulse, began to follow it. Through the busy
market place, amid the baskets and barrows of market day, under the
painted wooden sign of the Green Dragon, up a dark side entry,
under an arch, and through a tangle of crooked cobbled streets the
two threaded their way, the square, strutting figure in front and
the lean, lounging figure behind him, like his shadow in the
sunshine. At length they came to a brown brick house with a brass
plate, on which was Mr. Gryce's name, and that individual turned
and beheld his pursuer with a stare.

"Could I have a word with you, sir?" asked Horne Fisher,
politely. The agent stared still more, but assented civilly, and
led the other into an office littered with leaflets and hung all
round with highly colored posters which linked the name of Hughes
with all the higher interests of humanity.

"Mr. Horne Fisher, I believe," said Mr. Gryce. "Much honored by
the call, of course. Can't pretend to congratulate you on entering
the contest, I'm afraid; you won't expect that. Here we've been
keeping the old flag flying for freedom and reform, and you come in
and break the battle line."

For Mr. Elijah Gryce abounded in military metaphors and in
denunciations of militarism. He was a square-jawed, blunt-featured
man with a pugnacious cock of the eyebrow. He had been pickled in
the politics of that countryside from boyhood, he knew everybody's
secrets, and electioneering was the romance of his life.

"I suppose you think I'm devoured with ambition," said Horne
Fisher, in his rather listless voice, "aiming at a dictatorship and
all that. Well, I think I can clear myself of the charge of mere
selfish ambition. I only want certain things done. I don't want to
do them. I very seldom want to do anything. And I've come here to
say that I'm quite willing to retire from the contest if you can
convince me that we really want to do the same thing."

The agent of the Reform party looked at him with an odd and
slightly puzzled expression, and before he could reply, Fisher went
on in the same level tones:

"You'd hardly believe it, but I keep a conscience concealed
about me; and I am in doubt about several things. For instance, we
both want to turn Verner out of Parliament, but what weapon are we
to use? I've heard a lot of gossip against him, but is it right to
act on mere gossip? Just as I want to be fair to you, so I want to
be fair to him. If some of the things I've heard are true he ought
to be turned out of Parliament and every other club in London. But
I don't want to turn him out of Parliament if they aren't
true."

At this point the light of battle sprang into Mr. Gryce's eyes
and he became voluble, not to say violent. He, at any rate, had no
doubt that the stories were true; he could testify, to his own
knowledge, that they were true. Verner was not only a hard
landlord, but a mean landlord, a robber as well as a rackrenter;
any gentleman would be justified in hounding him out. He had
cheated old Wilkins out of his freehold by a trick fit for a
pickpocket; he had driven old Mother Biddle to the workhouse; he
had stretched the law against Long Adam, the poacher, till all the
magistrates were ashamed of him.

"So if you'll serve under the old banner," concluded Mr. Gryce,
more genially, "and turn out a swindling tyrant like that, I'm sure
you'll never regret it."

"And if that is the truth," said Horne Fisher, "are you going to
tell it?"

"What do you mean? Tell the truth?" demanded Gryce.

"I mean you are going to tell the truth as you have just told
it," replied Fisher. "You are going to placard this town with the
wickedness done to old Wilkins. You are going to fill the
newspapers with the infamous story of Mrs. Biddle. You are going to
denounce Verner from a public platform, naming him for what he did
and naming the poacher he did it to. And you're going to find out
by what trade this man made the money with which he bought the
estate; and when you know the truth, as I said before, of course
you are going to tell it. Upon those terms I come under the old
flag, as you call it, and haul down my little pennon."

The agent was eying him with a curious expression, surly but not
entirely unsympathetic. "Well," he said, slowly, "you have to do
these things in a regular way, you know, or people don't
understand. I've had a lot of experience, and I'm afraid what you
say wouldn't do. People understand slanging squires in a general
way, but those personalities aren't considered fair play. Looks
like hitting below the belt."

"Old Wilkins hasn't got a belt, I suppose," replied Horne
Fisher. "Verner can hit him anyhow, and nobody must say a word.
It's evidently very important to have a belt. But apparently you
have to be rather high up in society to have one. Possibly," he
added, thoughtfully—"possibly the explanation of the phrase 'a
belted earl,' the meaning of which has always escaped me."

"I mean those personalities won't do," returned Gryce, frowning
at the table.

"And Mother Biddle and Long Adam, the poacher, are not
personalities," said Fisher, "and suppose we mustn't ask how Verner
made all the money that enabled him to become—a personality."

Gryce was still looking at him under lowering brows, but the
singular light in his eyes had brightened. At last he said, in
another and much quieter voice:

"Look here, sir. I like you, if you don't mind my saying so. I
think you are really on the side of the people and I'm sure you're
a brave man. A lot braver than you know, perhaps. We daren't touch
what you propose with a barge pole; and so far from wanting you in
the old party, we'd rather you ran your own risk by yourself. But
because I like you and respect your pluck, I'll do you a good turn
before we part. I don't want you to waste time barking up the wrong
tree. You talk about how the new squire got the money to buy, and
the ruin of the old squire, and all the rest of it. Well, I'll give
you a hint about that, a hint about something precious few people
know."

"I am very grateful," said Fisher, gravely. "What is it?"

"It's in two words," said the other. "The new squire was quite
poor when he bought. The old squire was quite rich when he
sold."

Horne Fisher looked at him thoughtfully as he turned away
abruptly and busied himself with the papers on his desk. Then
Fisher uttered a short phrase of thanks and farewell, and went out
into the street, still very thoughtful.

His reflection seemed to end in resolution, and, falling into a
more rapid stride, he passed out of the little town along a road
leading toward the gate of the great park, the country seat of Sir
Francis Verner. A glitter of sunlight made the early winter more
like a late autumn, and the dark woods were touched here and there
with red and golden leaves, like the last rays of a lost sunset.
From a higher part of the road he had seen the long, classical
facade of the great house with its many windows, almost immediately
beneath him, but when the road ran down under the wall of the
estate, topped with towering trees behind, he realized that it was
half a mile round to the lodge gates. After walking for a few
minutes along the lane, however, he came to a place where the wall
had cracked and was in process of repair. As it was, there was a
great gap in the gray masonry that looked at first as black as a
cavern and only showed at a second glance the twilight of the
twinkling trees. There was something fascinating about that
unexpected gate, like the opening of a fairy tale.

Horne Fisher had in him something of the aristocrat, which is
very near to the anarchist. It was characteristic of him that he
turned into this dark and irregular entry as casually as into his
own front door, merely thinking that it would be a short cut to the
house. He made his way through the dim wood for some distance and
with some difficulty, until there began to shine through the trees
a level light, in lines of silver, which he did not at first
understand. The next moment he had come out into the daylight at
the top of a steep bank, at the bottom of which a path ran round
the rim of a large ornamental lake. The sheet of water which he had
seen shimmering through the trees was of considerable extent, but
was walled in on every side with woods which were not only dark,
but decidedly dismal. At one end of the path was a classical statue
of some nameless nymph, and at the other end it was flanked by two
classical urns; but the marble was weather-stained and streaked
with green and gray. A hundred other signs, smaller but more
significant, told him that he had come on some outlying corner of
the grounds neglected and seldom visited. In the middle of the lake
was what appeared to be an island, and on the island what appeared
to be meant for a classical temple, not open like a temple of the
winds, but with a blank wall between its Doric pillars. We may say
it only seemed like an island, because a second glance revealed a
low causeway of flat stones running up to it from the shore and
turning it into a peninsula. And certainly it only seemed like a
temple, for nobody knew better than Horne Fisher that no god had
ever dwelt in that shrine.

"That's what makes all this classical landscape gardening so
desolate," he said to himself. "More desolate than Stonehenge or
the Pyramids. We don't believe in Egyptian mythology, but the
Egyptians did; and I suppose even the Druids believed in Druidism.
But the eighteenth-century gentleman who built these temples didn't
believe in Venus or Mercury any more than we do; that's why the
reflection of those pale pillars in the lake is truly only the
shadow of a shade. They were men of the age of Reason; they, who
filled their gardens with these stone nymphs, had less hope than
any men in all history of really meeting a nymph in the
forest."

His monologue stopped abruptly with a sharp noise like a
thundercrack that rolled in dreary echoes round the dismal mere. He
knew at once what it was—somebody had fired off a gun. But as to
the meaning of it he was momentarily staggered, and strange
thoughts thronged into his mind. The next moment he laughed; for he
saw lying a little way along the path below him the dead bird that
the shot had brought down.

At the same moment, however, he saw something else, which
interested him more. A ring of dense trees ran round the back of
the island temple, framing the facade of it in dark foliage, and he
could have sworn he saw a stir as of something moving among the
leaves. The next moment his suspicion was confirmed, for a rather
ragged figure came from under the shadow of the temple and began to
move along the causeway that led to the bank. Even at that distance
the figure was conspicuous by its great height and Fisher could see
that the man carried a gun under his arm. There came back into his
memory at once the name Long Adam, the poacher.

With a rapid sense of strategy he sometimes showed, Fisher
sprang from the bank and raced round the lake to the head of the
little pier of stones. If once a man reached the mainland he could
easily vanish into the woods. But when Fisher began to advance
along the stones toward the island, the man was cornered in a blind
alley and could only back toward the temple. Putting his broad
shoulders against it, he stood as if at bay; he was a comparatively
young man, with fine lines in his lean face and figure and a mop of
ragged red hair. The look in his eyes might well have been
disquieting to anyone left alone with him on an island in the
middle of a lake.

"Good morning," said Horne Fisher, pleasantly. "I thought at
first you were a murderer. But it seems unlikely, somehow, that the
partridge rushed between us and died for love of me, like the
heroines in the romances; so I suppose you are a poacher."

"I suppose you would call me a poacher," answered the man; and
his voice was something of a surprise coming from such a scarecrow;
it had that hard fastidiousness to be found in those who have made
a fight for their own refinement among rough surroundings. "I
consider I have a perfect right to shoot game in this place. But I
am well aware that people of your sort take me for a thief, and I
suppose you will try to land me in jail."

"There are preliminary difficulties," replied Fisher. "To begin
with, the mistake is flattering, but I am not a gamekeeper. Still
less am I three gamekeepers, who would be, I imagine, about your
fighting weight. But I confess I have another reason for not
wanting to jail you."

"And what is that?" asked the other.

"Only that I quite agree with you," answered Fisher. "I don't
exactly say you have a right to poach, but I never could see that
it was as wrong as being a thief. It seems to me against the whole
normal notion of property that a man should own something because
it flies across his garden. He might as well own the wind, or think
he could write his name on a morning cloud. Besides, if we want
poor people to respect property we must give them some property to
respect. You ought to have land of your own; and I'm going to give
you some if I can."

"Going to give me some land!" repeated Long Adam.

"I apologize for addressing you as if you were a public
meeting," said Fisher, "but I am an entirely new kind of public man
who says the same thing in public and in private. I've said this to
a hundred huge meetings throughout the country, and I say it to you
on this queer little island in this dismal pond. I would cut up a
big estate like this into small estates for everybody, even for
poachers. I would do in England as they did in Ireland—buy the big
men out, if possible; get them out, anyhow. A man like you ought to
have a little place of his own. I don't say you could keep
pheasants, but you might keep chickens."

The man stiffened suddenly and he seemed at once to blanch and
flame at the promise as if it were a threat.

"Chickens!" he repeated, with a passion of contempt.

"Why do you object?" asked the placid candidate. "Because
keeping hens is rather a mild amusement for a poacher? What about
poaching eggs?"

"Because I am not a poacher," cried Adam, in a rending voice
that rang round the hollow shrines and urns like the echoes of his
gun. "Because the partridge lying dead over there is my partridge.
Because the land you are standing on is my land. Because my own
land was only taken from me by a crime, and a worse crime than
poaching. This has been a single estate for hundreds and hundreds
of years, and if you or any meddlesome mountebank comes here and
talks of cutting it up like a cake, if I ever hear a word more of
you and your leveling lies—"

"You seem to be a rather turbulent public," observed Horne
Fisher, "but do go on. What will happen if I try to divide this
estate decently among decent people?"

The poacher had recovered a grim composure as he replied. "There
will be no partridge to rush in between."

With that he turned his back, evidently resolved to say no more,
and walked past the temple to the extreme end of the islet, where
he stood staring into the water. Fisher followed him, but, when his
repeated questions evoked no answer, turned back toward the shore.
In doing so he took a second and closer look at the artificial
temple, and noted some curious things about it. Most of these
theatrical things were as thin as theatrical scenery, and he
expected the classic shrine to be a shallow thing, a mere shell or
mask. But there was some substantial bulk of it behind, buried in
the trees, which had a gray, labyrinthian look, like serpents of
stone, and lifted a load of leafy towers to the sky. But what
arrested Fisher's eye was that in this bulk of gray-white stone
behind there was a single door with great, rusty bolts outside; the
bolts, however, were not shot across so as to secure it. Then he
walked round the small building, and found no other opening except
one small grating like a ventilator, high up in the wall. He
retraced his steps thoughtfully along the causeway to the banks of
the lake, and sat down on the stone steps between the two
sculptured funeral urns. Then he lit a cigarette and smoked it in
ruminant manner; eventually he took out a notebook and wrote down
various phrases, numbering and renumbering them till they stood in
the following order: "(1) Squire Hawker disliked his first wife.
(2) He married his second wife for her money. (3) Long Adam says
the estate is really his. (4) Long Adam hangs round the island
temple, which looks like a prison. (5) Squire Hawker was not poor
when he gave up the estate. (6) Verner was poor when he got the
estate."

He gazed at these notes with a gravity which gradually turned to
a hard smile, threw away his cigarette, and resumed his search for
a short cut to the great house. He soon picked up the path which,
winding among clipped hedges and flower beds, brought him in front
of its long Palladian facade. It had the usual appearance of being,
not a private house, but a sort of public building sent into exile
in the provinces.

He first found himself in the presence of the butler, who really
looked much older than the building, for the architecture was dated
as Georgian; but the man's face, under a highly unnatural brown
wig, was wrinkled with what might have been centuries. Only his
prominent eyes were alive and alert, as if with protest. Fisher
glanced at him, and then stopped and said:

"Excuse me. Weren't you with the late squire, Mr. Hawker?"

"Yes, sir," said the man, gravely. "Usher is my name. What can I
do for you?"

"Only take me into Sir Francis Verner," replied the visitor.

Sir Francis Verner was sitting in an easy chair beside a small
table in a large room hung with tapestries. On the table were a
small flask and glass, with the green glimmer of a liqueur and a
cup of black coffee. He was clad in a quiet gray suit with a
moderately harmonious purple tie; but Fisher saw something about
the turn of his fair mustache and the lie of his flat hair—it
suddenly revealed that his name was Franz Werner.

"You are Mr. Horne Fisher," he said. "Won't you sit down?"

"No, thank you," replied Fisher. "I fear this is not a friendly
occasion, and I shall remain standing. Possibly you know that I am
already standing—standing for Parliament, in fact—"

"I am aware we are political opponents," replied Verner, raising
his eyebrows. "But I think it would be better if we fought in a
sporting spirit; in a spirit of English fair play."

"Much better," assented Fisher. "It would be much better if you
were English and very much better if you had ever played fair. But
what I've come to say can be said very shortly. I don't quite know
how we stand with the law about that old Hawker story, but my chief
object is to prevent England being entirely ruled by people like
you. So whatever the law would say, I will say no more if you will
retire from the election at once."

"You are evidently a lunatic," said Verner.

"My psychology may be a little abnormal," replied Horne Fisher,
in a rather hazy manner. "I am subject to dreams, especially
day-dreams. Sometimes what is happening to me grows vivid in a
curious double way, as if it had happened before. Have you ever had
that mystical feeling that things have happened before?"

"I hope you are a harmless lunatic," said Verner.

But Fisher was still staring in an absent fashion at the golden
gigantic figures and traceries of brown and red in the tapestries
on the walls; then he looked again at Verner and resumed: "I have a
feeling that this interview has happened before, here in this
tapestried room, and we are two ghosts revisiting a haunted
chamber. But it was Squire Hawker who sat where you sit and it was
you who stood where I stand." He paused a moment and then added,
with simplicity, "I suppose I am a blackmailer, too."

"If you are," said Sir Francis, "I promise you you shall go to
jail." But his face had a shade on it that looked like the
reflection of the green wine gleaming on the table. Horne Fisher
regarded him steadily and answered, quietly enough:

"Blackmailers do not always go to jail. Sometimes they go to
Parliament. But, though Parliament is rotten enough already, you
shall not go there if I can help it. I am not so criminal as you
were in bargaining with crime. You made a squire give up his
country seat. I only ask you to give up your Parliamentary
seat."

Sir Francis Verner sprang to his feet and looked about for one
of the bell ropes of the old-fashioned, curtained room.

"Where is Usher?" he cried, with a livid face.

"And who is Usher?" said Fisher, softly. "I wonder how much
Usher knows of the truth."

Verner's hand fell from the bell rope and, after standing for a
moment with rolling eyes, he strode abruptly from the room. Fisher
went but by the other door, by which he had entered, and, seeing no
sign of Usher, let himself out and betook himself again toward the
town.

That night he put an electric torch in his pocket and set out
alone in the darkness to add the last links to his argument. There
was much that he did not know yet; but he thought he knew where he
could find the knowledge. The night closed dark and stormy and the
black gap in the wall looked blacker than ever; the wood seemed to
have grown thicker and darker in a day. If the deserted lake with
its black woods and gray urns and images looked desolate even by
daylight, under the night and the growing storm it seemed still
more like the pool of Acheron in the land of lost souls. As he
stepped carefully along the jetty stones he seemed to be traveling
farther and farther into the abyss of night, and to have left
behind him the last points from which it would be possible to
signal to the land of the living. The lake seemed to have grown
larger than a sea, but a sea of black and slimy waters that slept
with abominable serenity, as if they had washed out the world.
There was so much of this nightmare sense of extension and
expansion that he was strangely surprised to come to his desert
island so soon. But he knew it for a place of inhuman silence and
solitude; and he felt as if he had been walking for years.

Nerving himself to a more normal mood, he paused under one of
the dark dragon trees that branched out above him, and, taking out
his torch, turned in the direction of the door at the back of the
temple. It was unbolted as before, and the thought stirred faintly
in him that it was slightly open, though only by a crack. The more
he thought of it, however, the more certain he grew that this was
but one of the common illusions of light coming from a different
angle. He studied in a more scientific spirit the details of the
door, with its rusty bolts and hinges, when he became conscious of
something very near him—indeed, nearly above his head. Something
was dangling from the tree that was not a broken branch. For some
seconds he stood as still as a stone, and as cold. What he saw
above him were the legs of a man hanging, presumably a dead man
hanged. But the next moment he knew better. The man was literally
alive and kicking; and an instant after he had dropped to the
ground and turned on the intruder. Simultaneously three or four
other trees seemed to come to life in the same fashion. Five or six
other figures had fallen on their feet from these unnatural nests.
It was as if the place were an island of monkeys. But a moment
after they had made a stampede toward him, and when they laid their
hands on him he knew that they were men.

With the electric torch in his hand he struck the foremost of
them so furiously in the face that the man stumbled and rolled over
on the slimy grass; but the torch was broken and extinguished,
leaving everything in a denser obscurity. He flung another man flat
against the temple wall, so that he slid to the ground; but a third
and fourth carried Fisher off his feet and began to bear him,
struggling, toward the doorway. Even in the bewilderment of the
battle he was conscious that the door was standing open. Somebody
was summoning the roughs from inside.

The moment they were within they hurled him upon a sort of bench
or bed with violence, but no damage; for the settee, or whatever it
was, seemed to be comfortably cushioned for his reception. Their
violence had in it a great element of haste, and before he could
rise they had all rushed for the door to escape. Whatever bandits
they were that infested this desert island, they were obviously
uneasy about their job and very anxious to be quit of it. He had
the flying fancy that regular criminals would hardly be in such a
panic. The next moment the great door crashed to and he could hear
the bolts shriek as they shot into their place, and the feet of the
retreating men scampering and stumbling along the causeway. But
rapidly as it happened, it did not happen before Fisher had done
something that he wanted to do. Unable to rise from his sprawling
attitude in that flash of time, he had shot out one of his long
legs and hooked it round the ankle of the last man disappearing
through the door. The man swayed and toppled over inside the prison
chamber, and the door closed between him and his fleeing
companions. Clearly they were in too much haste to realize that
they had left one of their company behind.

The man sprang to his feet again and hammered and kicked
furiously at the door. Fisher's sense of humor began to recover
from the struggle and he sat up on his sofa with something of his
native nonchalance. But as he listened to the captive captor
beating on the door of the prison, a new and curious reflection
came to him.

The natural course for a man thus wishing to attract his
friends' attention would be to call out, to shout as well as kick.
This man was making as much noise as he could with his feet and
hands, but not a sound came from his throat. Why couldn't he speak?
At first he thought the man might be gagged, which was manifestly
absurd. Then his fancy fell back on the ugly idea that the man was
dumb. He hardly knew why it was so ugly an idea, but it affected
his imagination in a dark and disproportionate fashion. There
seemed to be something creepy about the idea of being left in a
dark room with a deaf mute. It was almost as if such a defect were
a deformity. It was almost as if it went with other and worse
deformities. It was as if the shape he could not trace in the
darkness were some shape that should not see the sun.

Then he had a flash of sanity and also of insight. The
explanation was very simple, but rather interesting. Obviously the
man did not use his voice because he did not wish his voice to be
recognized. He hoped to escape from that dark place before Fisher
found out who he was. And who was he? One thing at least was clear.
He was one or other of the four or five men with whom Fisher had
already talked in these parts, and in the development of that
strange story.

"Now I wonder who you are," he said, aloud, with all his old
lazy urbanity. "I suppose it's no use trying to throttle you in
order to find out; it would be displeasing to pass the night with a
corpse. Besides I might be the corpse. I've got no matches and I've
smashed my torch, so I can only speculate. Who could you be, now?
Let us think."

The man thus genially addressed had desisted from drumming on
the door and retreated sullenly into a corner as Fisher continued
to address him in a flowing monologue.

"Probably you are the poacher who says he isn't a poacher. He
says he's a landed proprietor; but he will permit me to inform him
that, whatever he is, he's a fool. What hope can there ever be of a
free peasantry in England if the peasants themselves are such snobs
as to want to be gentlemen? How can we make a democracy with no
democrats? As it is, you want to be a landlord and so you consent
to be a criminal. And in that, you know, you are rather like
somebody else. And, now I think of it, perhaps you are somebody
else."

There was a silence broken by breathing from the corner and the
murmur of the rising storm, that came in through the small grating
above the man's head. Horne Fisher continued:

"Are you only a servant, perhaps, that rather sinister old
servant who was butler to Hawker and Verner? If so, you are
certainly the only link between the two periods. But if so, why do
you degrade yourself to serve this dirty foreigner, when you at
least saw the last of a genuine national gentry? People like you
are generally at least patriotic. Doesn't England mean anything to
you, Mr. Usher? All of which eloquence is possibly wasted, as
perhaps you are not Mr. Usher.

"More likely you are Verner himself; and it's no good wasting
eloquence to make you ashamed of yourself. Nor is it any good to
curse you for corrupting England; nor are you the right person to
curse. It is the English who deserve to be cursed, and are cursed,
because they allowed such vermin to crawl into the high places of
their heroes and their kings. I won't dwell on the idea that you're
Verner, or the throttling might begin, after all. Is there anyone
else you could be? Surely you're not some servant of the other
rival organization. I can't believe you're Gryce, the agent; and
yet Gryce had a spark of the fanatic in his eye, too; and men will
do extraordinary things in these paltry feuds of politics. Or if
not the servant, is it the … No, I can't believe it … not
the red blood of manhood and liberty … not the democratic
ideal … "

He sprang up in excitement, and at the same moment a growl of
thunder came through the grating beyond. The storm had broken, and
with it a new light broke on his mind. There was something else
that might happen in a moment.

"Do you know what that means?" he cried. "It means that God
himself may hold a candle to show me your infernal face."

Then next moment came a crash of thunder; but before the thunder
a white light had filled the whole room for a single split
second.

Fisher had seen two things in front of him. One was the
black-and-white pattern of the iron grating against the sky; the
other was the face in the corner. It was the face of his
brother.

Nothing came from Horne Fisher's lips except a Christian name,
which was followed by a silence more dreadful than the dark. At
last the other figure stirred and sprang up, and the voice of Harry
Fisher was heard for the first time in that horrible room.

"You've seen me, I suppose," he said, "and we may as well have a
light now. You could have turned it on at any time, if you'd found
the switch."

He pressed a button in the wall and all the details of that room
sprang into something stronger than daylight. Indeed, the details
were so unexpected that for a moment they turned the captive's
rocking mind from the last personal revelation. The room, so far
from being a dungeon cell, was more like a drawing-room, even a
lady's drawing-room, except for some boxes of cigars and bottles of
wine that were stacked with books and magazines on a side table. A
second glance showed him that the more masculine fittings were
quite recent, and that the more feminine background was quite old.
His eye caught a strip of faded tapestry, which startled him into
speech, to the momentary oblivion of bigger matters.

"This place was furnished from the great house," he said.

"Yes," replied the other, "and I think you know why."

"I think I do," said Horne Fisher, "and before I go on to more
extraordinary things I will, say what I think. Squire Hawker played
both the bigamist and the bandit. His first wife was not dead when
he married the Jewess; she was imprisoned on this island. She bore
him a child here, who now haunts his birthplace under the name of
Long Adam. A bankruptcy company promoter named Werner discovered
the secret and blackmailed the squire into surrendering the estate.
That's all quite clear and very easy. And now let me go on to
something more difficult. And that is for you to explain what the
devil you are doing kidnaping your born brother."

After a pause Henry Fisher answered:

"I suppose you didn't expect to see me," he said. "But, after
all, what could you expect?"'

"I'm afraid I don't follow," said Horne Fisher.

"I mean what else could you expect, after making such a muck of
it?" said his brother, sulkily. "We all thought you were so clever.
How could we know you were going to be—well, really, such a rotten
failure?"

"This is rather curious," said the candidate, frowning. "Without
vanity, I was not under the impression that my candidature was a
failure. All the big meetings were successful and crowds of people
have promised me votes."

"I should jolly well think they had," said Henry, grimly.
"You've made a landslide with your confounded acres and a cow, and
Verner can hardly get a vote anywhere. Oh, it's too rotten for
anything!"

"What on earth do you mean?"

"Why, you lunatic," cried Henry, in tones of ringing sincerity,
"you don't suppose you were meant to win the
seat, did you? Oh, it's too childish! I tell you Verner's got to
get in. Of course he's got to get in. He's to have the Exchequer
next session, and there's the Egyptian loan and Lord knows what
else. We only wanted you to split the Reform vote because accidents
might happen after Hughes had made a score at Barkington."

"I see," said Fisher, "and you, I think, are a pillar and
ornament of the Reform party. As you say, I am not clever."

The appeal to party loyalty fell on deaf ears; for the pillar of
Reform was brooding on other things. At last he said, in a more
troubled voice:

"I didn't want you to catch me; I knew it would be a shock. But
I tell you what, you never would have caught me if I hadn't come
here myself, to see they didn't ill treat you and to make sure
everything was as comfortable as it could be." There was even a
sort of break in his voice as he added, "I got those cigars because
I knew you liked them."

Emotions are queer things, and the idiocy of this concession
suddenly softened Horne Fisher like an unfathomable pathos.

"Never mind, old chap," he said; "we'll say no more about it.
I'll admit that you're really as kind-hearted and affectionate a
scoundrel and hypocrite as ever sold himself to ruin his country.
There, I can't say handsomer than that. Thank you for the cigars,
old man. I'll have one if you don't mind."

By the time that Horne Fisher had ended his telling of this
story to Harold March they had come out into one of the public
parks and taken a seat on a rise of ground overlooking wide green
spaces under a blue and empty sky; and there was something
incongruous in the words with which the narration ended.

"I have been in that room ever since," said Horne Fisher. "I am
in it now. I won the election, but I never went to the House. My
life has been a life in that little room on that lonely island.
Plenty of books and cigars and luxuries, plenty of knowledge and
interest and information, but never a voice out of that tomb to
reach the world outside. I shall probably die there." And he smiled
as he looked across the vast green park to the gray horizon.

 











Chapter 8
THE VENGEANCE OF THE STATUE


 

IT was on the sunny
veranda of a seaside hotel, overlooking a pattern of flower beds
and a strip of blue sea, that Horne Fisher and Harold March had
their final explanation, which might be called an explosion.

Harold March had come to the little table and sat down at it
with a subdued excitement smoldering in his somewhat cloudy and
dreamy blue eyes. In the newspapers which he tossed from him on to
the table there was enough to explain some if not all of his
emotion. Public affairs in every department had reached a crisis.
The government which had stood so long that men were used to it, as
they are used to a hereditary despotism, had begun to be accused of
blunders and even of financial abuses. Some said that the
experiment of attempting to establish a peasantry in the west of
England, on the lines of an early fancy of Horne Fisher's, had
resulted in nothing but dangerous quarrels with more industrial
neighbors. There had been particular complaints of the ill
treatment of harmless foreigners, chiefly Asiatics, who happened to
be employed in the new scientific works constructed on the coast.
Indeed, the new Power which had arisen in Siberia, backed by Japan
and other powerful allies, was inclined to take the matter up in
the interests of its exiled subjects; and there had been wild talk
about ambassadors and ultimatums. But something much more serious,
in its personal interest for March himself, seemed to fill his
meeting with his friend with a mixture of embarrassment and
indignation.

Perhaps it increased his annoyance that there was a certain
unusual liveliness about the usually languid figure of Fisher. The
ordinary image of him in March's mind was that of a pallid and
bald-browed gentleman, who seemed to be prematurely old as well as
prematurely bald. He was remembered as a man who expressed the
opinions of a pessimist in the language of a lounger. Even now
March could not be certain whether the change was merely a sort of
masquerade of sunshine, or that effect of clear colors and
clean-cut outlines that is always visible on the parade of a marine
resort, relieved against the blue dado of the sea. But Fisher had a
flower in his buttonhole, and his friend could have sworn he
carried his cane with something almost like the swagger of a
fighter. With such clouds gathering over England, the pessimist
seemed to be the only man who carried his own sunshine.

"Look here," said Harold March, abruptly, "you've been no end of
a friend to me, and I never was so proud of a friendship before;
but there's something I must get off my chest. The more I found
out, the less I understood how you could stand it. And I tell you
I'm going to stand it no longer."

Horne Fisher gazed across at him gravely and attentively, but
rather as if he were a long way off.

"You know I always liked you," said Fisher, quietly, "but I also
respect you, which is not always the same thing. You may possibly
guess that I like a good many people I don't respect. Perhaps it is
my tragedy, perhaps it is my fault. But you are very different, and
I promise you this: that I will never try to keep you as somebody
to be liked, at the price of your not being respected."

"I know you are magnanimous," said March after a silence, "and
yet you tolerate and perpetuate everything that is mean." Then
after another silence he added: "Do you remember when we first met,
when you were fishing in that brook in the affair of the target?
And do you remember you said that, after all, it might do no harm
if I could blow the whole tangle of this society to hell with
dynamite."

"Yes, and what of that?" asked Fisher.

"Only that I'm going to blow it to hell with dynamite," said
Harold March, "and I think it right to give you fair warning. For a
long time I didn't believe things were as bad as you said they
were. But I never felt as if I could have bottled up what you knew,
supposing you really knew it. Well, the long and the short of it is
that I've got a conscience; and now, at last, I've also got a
chance. I've been put in charge of a big independent paper, with a
free hand, and we're going to open a cannonade on corruption."

"That will be—Attwood, I suppose," said Fisher, reflectively.
"Timber merchant. Knows a lot about China."

"He knows a lot about England," said March, doggedly, "and now I
know it, too, we're not going to hush it up any longer. The people
of this country have a right to know how they're ruled—or, rather,
ruined. The Chancellor is in the pocket of the money lenders and
has to do as he is told; otherwise he's bankrupt, and a bad sort of
bankruptcy, too, with nothing but cards and actresses behind it.
The Prime Minister was in the petrol-contract business; and deep in
it, too. The Foreign Minister is a wreck of drink and drugs. When
you say that plainly about a man who may send thousands of
Englishmen to die for nothing, you're called personal. If a poor
engine driver gets drunk and sends thirty or forty people to death,
nobody complains of the exposure being personal. The engine driver
is not a person."

"I quite agree with you," said Fisher, calmly. "You are
perfectly right."

"If you agree with us, why the devil don't you act with us?"
demanded his friend. "If you think it's right, why don't you do
what's right? It's awful to think of a man of your abilities simply
blocking the road to reform."

"We have often talked about that," replied Fisher, with the same
composure. "The Prime Minister is my father's friend. The Foreign
Minister married my sister. The Chancellor of the Exchequer is my
first cousin. I mention the genealogy in some detail just now for a
particular reason. The truth is I have a curious kind of
cheerfulness at the moment. It isn't altogether the sun and the
sea, sir. I am enjoying an emotion that is entirely new to me; a
happy sensation I never remember having had before."

"What the devil do you mean?"

"I am feeling proud of my family," said Horne Fisher.

Harold March stared at him with round blue eyes, and seemed too
much mystified even to ask a question. Fisher leaned back in his
chair in his lazy fashion, and smiled as he continued.

"Look here, my dear fellow. Let me ask a question in turn. You
imply that I have always known these things about my unfortunate
kinsmen. So I have. Do you suppose that Attwood hasn't always known
them? Do you suppose he hasn't always known you as an honest man
who would say these things when he got a chance? Why does Attwood
unmuzzle you like a dog at this moment, after all these years? I
know why he does; I know a good many things, far too many things.
And therefore, as I have the honor to remark, I am proud of my
family at last."

"But why?" repeated March, rather feebly.

"I am proud of the Chancellor because he gambled and the Foreign
Minister because he drank and the Prime Minister because he took a
commission on a contract," said Fisher, firmly. "I am proud of them
because they did these things, and can be denounced for them, and
know they can be denounced for them, and are standing firm
for all that. I take off my hat to them because they are
defying blackmail, and refusing to smash their country to save
themselves. I salute them as if they were going to die on the
battlefield."

After a pause he continued: "And it will be a battlefield, too,
and not a metaphorical one. We have yielded to foreign financiers
so long that now it is war or ruin, Even the people, even the
country people, are beginning to suspect that they are being
ruined. That is the meaning of the regrettable incidents in the
newspapers."

"The meaning of the outrages on Orientals?" asked March.

"The meaning of the outrages on Orientals," replied Fisher, "is
that the financiers have introduced Chinese labor into this country
with the deliberate intention of reducing workmen and peasants to
starvation. Our unhappy politicians have made concession after
concession; and now they are asking concessions which amount to our
ordering a massacre of our own poor. If we do not fight now we
shall never fight again. They will have put England in an economic
position of starving in a week. But we are going to fight now; I
shouldn't wonder if there were an ultimatum in a week and an
invasion in a fortnight. All the past corruption and cowardice is
hampering us, of course; the West country is pretty stormy and
doubtful even in a military sense; and the Irish regiments there,
that are supposed to support us by the new treaty, are pretty well
in mutiny; for, of course, this infernal coolie capitalism is being
pushed in Ireland, too. But it's to stop now; and if the government
message of reassurance gets through to them in time, they may turn
up after all by the time the enemy lands. For my poor old gang is
going to stand to its guns at last. Of course it's only natural
that when they have been whitewashed for half a century as
paragons, their sins should come back on them at the very moment
when they are behaving like men for the first time in their lives.
Well, I tell you, March, I know them inside out; and I know they
are behaving like heroes. Every man of them ought to have a statue,
and on the pedestal words like those of the noblest ruffian of the
Revolution: 'Que mon nom soit fletri; que la France soit
libre.'"

"Good God!" cried March, "shall we never get to the bottom of
your mines and countermines?"

After a silence Fisher answered in a lower voice, looking his
friend in the eyes.

"Did you think there was nothing but evil at the bottom of
them?" he asked, gently. "Did you think I had found nothing but
filth in the deep seas into which fate has thrown me? Believe me,
you never know the best about men till you know the worst about
them. It does not dispose of their strange human souls to know that
they were exhibited to the world as impossibly impeccable wax
works, who never looked after a woman or knew the meaning of a
bribe. Even in a palace, life can be lived well; and even in a
Parliament, life can be lived with occasional efforts to live it
well. I tell you it is as true of these rich fools and rascals as
it is true of every poor footpad and pickpocket; that only God
knows how good they have tried to be. God alone knows what the
conscience can survive, or how a man who has lost his honor will
still try to save his soul."

There was another silence, and March sat staring at the table
and Fisher at the sea. Then Fisher suddenly sprang to his feet and
caught up his hat and stick with all his new alertness and even
pugnacity.

"Look here, old fellow," he cried, "let us make a bargain.
Before you open your campaign for Attwood come down and stay with
us for one week, to hear what we're really doing. I mean with the
Faithful Few, formerly known as the Old Gang, occasionally to be
described as the Low Lot. There are really only five of us that are
quite fixed, and organizing the national defense; and we're living
like a garrison in a sort of broken-down hotel in Kent. Come and
see what we're really doing and what there is to be done, and do us
justice. And after that, with unalterable love and affection for
you, publish and be damned."

Thus it came about that in the last week before war, when events
moved most rapidly, Harold March found himself one of a sort of
small house party of the people he was proposing to denounce. They
were living simply enough, for people with their tastes, in an old
brown-brick inn faced with ivy and surrounded by rather dismal
gardens. At the back of the building the garden ran up very steeply
to a road along the ridge above; and a zigzag path scaled the slope
in sharp angles, turning to and fro amid evergreens so somber that
they might rather be called everblack. Here and there up the slope
were statues having all the cold monstrosity of such minor
ornaments of the eighteenth century; and a whole row of them ran as
on a terrace along the last bank at the bottom, opposite the back
door. This detail fixed itself first in March's mind merely because
it figured in the first conversation he had with one of the cabinet
ministers.

The cabinet ministers were rather older than he had expected to
find them. The Prime Minister no longer looked like a boy, though
he still looked a little like a baby. But it was one of those old
and venerable babies, and the baby had soft gray hair. Everything
about him was soft, to his speech and his way of walking; but over
and above that his chief function seemed to be sleep. People left
alone with him got so used to his eyes being closed that they were
almost startled when they realized in the stillness that the eyes
were wide open, and even watching. One thing at least would always
make the old gentleman open his eyes. The one thing he really cared
for in this world was his hobby of armored weapons, especially
Eastern weapons, and he would talk for hours about Damascus blades
and Arab swordmanship. Lord James Herries, the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, was a short, dark, sturdy man with a very sallow face
and a very sullen manner, which contrasted with the gorgeous flower
in his buttonhole and his festive trick of being always slightly
overdressed. It was something of a euphemism to call him a
well-known man about town. There was perhaps more mystery in the
question of how a man who lived for pleasure seemed to get so
little pleasure out of it. Sir David Archer, the Foreign Secretary,
was the only one of them who was a self-made man, and the only one
of them who looked like an aristocrat. He was tall and thin and
very handsome, with a grizzled beard; his gray hair was very curly,
and even rose in front in two rebellious ringlets that seemed to
the fanciful to tremble like the antennae of some giant insect, or
to stir sympathetically with the restless tufted eyebrows over his
rather haggard eyes. For the Foreign Secretary made no secret of
his somewhat nervous condition, whatever might be the cause of
it.

"Do you know that mood when one could scream because a mat is
crooked?" he said to March, as they walked up and down in the back
garden below the line of dingy statues. "Women get into it when
they've worked too hard; and I've been working pretty hard lately,
of course. It drives me mad when Herries will wear his hat a little
crooked—habit of looking like a gay dog. Sometime I swear I'll
knock it off. That statue of Britannia over there isn't quite
straight; it sticks forward a bit as if the lady were going to
topple over. The damned thing is that it doesn't topple over and be
done with it. See, it's clamped with an iron prop. Don't be
surprised if I get up in the middle of the night to hike it
down."

They paced the path for a few moments in silence and then he
continued. "It's odd those little things seem specially big when
there are bigger things to worry about. We'd better go in and do
some work."

Horne Fisher evidently allowed for all the neurotic
possibilities of Archer and the dissipated habits of Herries; and
whatever his faith in their present firmness, did not unduly tax
their time and attention, even in the case of the Prime Minister.
He had got the consent of the latter finally to the committing of
the important documents, with the orders to the Western armies, to
the care of a less conspicuous and more solid person—an uncle of
his named Horne Hewitt, a rather colorless country squire who had
been a good soldier, and was the military adviser of the committee.
He was charged with expediting the government pledge, along with
the concerted military plans, to the half-mutinous command in the
west; and the still more urgent task of seeing that it did not fall
into the hands of the enemy, who might appear at any moment from
the east. Over and above this military official, the only other
person present was a police official, a certain Doctor Prince,
originally a police surgeon and now a distinguished detective, sent
to be a bodyguard to the group. He was a square-faced man with big
spectacles and a grimace that expressed the intention of keeping
his mouth shut. Nobody else shared their captivity except the hotel
proprietor, a crusty Kentish man with a crab-apple face, one or two
of his servants, and another servant privately attached to Lord
James Herries. He was a young Scotchman named Campbell, who looked
much more distinguished than his bilious-looking master, having
chestnut hair and a long saturnine face with large but fine
features. He was probably the one really efficient person in the
house.

After about four days of the informal council, March had come to
feel a sort of grotesque sublimity about these dubious figures,
defiant in the twilight of danger, as if they were hunchbacks and
cripples left alone to defend a town. All were working hard; and he
himself looked up from writing a page of memoranda in a private
room to see Horne Fisher standing in the doorway, accoutered as if
for travel. He fancied that Fisher looked a little pale; and after
a moment that gentleman shut the door behind him and said,
quietly:

"Well, the worst has happened. Or nearly the worst."

"The enemy has landed," cried March, and sprang erect out of his
chair.

"Oh, I knew the enemy would land," said Fisher, with composure.
"Yes, he's landed; but that's not the worst that could happen. The
worst is that there's a leak of some sort, even from this fortress
of ours. It's been a bit of a shock to me, I can tell you; though I
suppose it's illogical. After all, I was full of admiration at
finding three honest men in politics. I ought not to be full of
astonishment if I find only two."

He ruminated a moment and then said, in such a fashion that
March could hardly tell if he were changing the subject or no:

"It's hard at first to believe that a fellow like Herries, who
had pickled himself in vice like vinegar, can have any scruple
left. But about that I've noticed a curious thing. Patriotism is
not the first virtue. Patriotism rots into Prussianism when you
pretend it is the first virtue. But patriotism is sometimes the
last virtue. A man will swindle or seduce who will not sell his
country. But who knows?"

"But what is to be done?" cried March, indignantly.

"My uncle has the papers safe enough," replied Fisher, "and is
sending them west to-night; but somebody is trying to get at them
from outside, I fear with the assistance of somebody inside. All I
can do at present is to try to head off the man outside; and I must
get away now and do it. I shall be back in about twenty-four hours.
While I'm away I want you to keep an eye on these people and find
out what you can. Au revoir." He vanished down the stairs; and from
the window March could see him mount a motor cycle and trail away
toward the neighboring town.

On the following morning, March was sitting in the window seat
of the old inn parlor, which was oak-paneled and ordinarily rather
dark; but on that occasion it was full of the white light of a
curiously clear morning—the moon had shone brilliantly for the last
two or three nights. He was himself somewhat in shadow in the
corner of the window seat; and Lord James Herries, coming in
hastily from the garden behind, did not see him. Lord James
clutched the back of a chair, as if to steady himself, and, sitting
down abruptly at the table, littered with the last meal, poured
himself out a tumbler of brandy and drank it. He sat with his back
to March, but his yellow face appeared in a round mirror beyond and
the tinge of it was like that of some horrible malady. As March
moved he started violently and faced round.

"My God!" he cried, "have you seen what's outside?"

"Outside?" repeated the other, glancing over his shoulder at the
garden.

"Oh, go and look for yourself," cried Herries in a sort of fury.
"Hewitt's murdered and his papers stolen, that's all."

He turned his back again and sat down with a thud; his square
shoulders were shaking. Harold March darted out of the doorway into
the back garden with its steep slope of statues.

The first thing he saw was Doctor Prince, the detective, peering
through his spectacles at something on the ground; the second was
the thing he was peering at. Even after the sensational news he had
heard inside, the sight was something of a sensation.

The monstrous stone image of Britannia was lying prone and face
downward on the garden path; and there stuck out at random from
underneath it, like the legs of a smashed fly, an arm clad in a
white shirt sleeve and a leg clad in a khaki trouser, and hair of
the unmistakable sandy gray that belonged to Horne Fisher's
unfortunate uncle. There were pools of blood and the limbs were
quite stiff in death.

"Couldn't this have been an accident?" said March, finding words
at last.

"Look for yourself, I say," repeated the harsh voice of Herries,
who had followed him with restless movements out of the door. "The
papers are gone, I tell you. The fellow tore the coat off the
corpse and cut the papers out of the inner pocket. There's the coat
over there on the bank, with the great slash in it."

"But wait a minute," said the detective, Prince, quietly. "In
that case there seems to be something of a mystery. A murderer
might somehow have managed to throw the statue down on him, as he
seems to have done. But I bet he couldn't easily have lifted it up
again. I've tried; and I'm sure it would want three men at least.
Yet we must suppose, on that theory, that the murderer first
knocked him down as he walked past, using the statue as a stone
club, then lifted it up again, took him out and deprived him of his
coat, then put him back again in the posture of death and neatly
replaced the statue. I tell you it's physically impossible. And how
else could he have unclothed a man covered with that stone
monument? It's worse than the conjurer's trick, when a man shuffles
a coat off with his wrists tied."

"Could he have thrown down the statue after he'd stripped the
corpse?" asked March.

"And why?" asked Prince, sharply. "If he'd killed his man and
got his papers, he'd be away like the wind. He wouldn't potter
about in a garden excavating the pedestals of statues.
Besides—Hullo, who's that up there?"

High on the ridge above them, drawn in dark thin lines against
the sky, was a figure looking so long and lean as to be almost
spidery. The dark silhouette of the head showed two small tufts
like horns; and they could almost have sworn that the horns
moved.

"Archer!" shouted Herries, with sudden passion, and called to
him with curses to come down. The figure drew back at the first
cry, with an agitated movement so abrupt as almost to be called an
antic. The next moment the man seemed to reconsider and collect
himself, and began to come down the zigzag garden path, but with
obvious reluctance, his feet falling in slower and slower rhythm.
Through March's mind were throbbing the phrases that this man
himself had used, about going mad in the middle of the night and
wrecking the stone figure. Just so, he could fancy, the maniac who
had done such a thing might climb the crest of the hill, in that
feverish dancing fashion, and look down on the wreck he had made.
But the wreck he had made here was not only a wreck of stone.

When the man emerged at last on to the garden path, with the
full light on his face and figure, he was walking slowly indeed,
but easily, and with no appearance of fear.

"This is a terrible thing," he said. "I saw it from above; I was
taking a stroll along the ridge."

"Do you mean that you saw the murder?" demanded March, "or the
accident? I mean did you see the statue fall?"

"No," said Archer, "I mean I saw the statue fallen."

Prince seemed to be paying but little attention; his eye was
riveted on an object lying on the path a yard or two from the
corpse. It seemed to be a rusty iron bar bent crooked at one
end.

"One thing I don't understand," he said, "is all this blood. The
poor fellow's skull isn't smashed; most likely his neck is broken;
but blood seems to have spouted as if all his arteries were
severed. I was wondering if some other instrument … that iron
thing, for instance; but I don't see that even that is sharp
enough. I suppose nobody knows what it is."

"I know what it is," said Archer in his deep but somewhat shaky
voice. "I've seen it in my nightmares. It was the iron clamp or
prop on the pedestal, stuck on to keep the wretched image upright
when it began to wobble, I suppose. Anyhow, it was always stuck in
the stonework there; and I suppose it came out when the thing
collapsed."

Doctor Prince nodded, but he continued to look down at the pools
of blood and the bar of iron.

"I'm certain there's something more underneath all this," he
said at last. "Perhaps something more underneath the statue. I have
a huge sort of hunch that there is. We are four men now and between
us we can lift that great tombstone there."

They all bent their strength to the business; there was a
silence save for heavy breathing; and then, after an instant of the
tottering and staggering of eight legs, the great carven column of
rock was rolled away, and the body lying in its shirt and trousers
was fully revealed. The spectacles of Doctor Prince seemed almost
to enlarge with a restrained radiance like great eyes; for other
things were revealed also. One was that the unfortunate Hewitt had
a deep gash across the jugular, which the triumphant doctor
instantly identified as having been made with a sharp steel edge
like a razor. The other was that immediately under the bank lay
littered three shining scraps of steel, each nearly a foot long,
one pointed and another fitted into a gorgeously jeweled hilt or
handle. It was evidently a sort of long Oriental knife, long enough
to be called a sword, but with a curious wavy edge; and there was a
touch or two of blood on the point.

"I should have expected more blood, hardly on the point,"
observed Doctor Prince, thoughtfully, "but this is certainly the
instrument. The slash was certainly made with a weapon shaped like
this, and probably the slashing of the pocket as well. I suppose
the brute threw in the statue, by way of giving him a public
funeral."

March did not answer; he was mesmerized by the strange stones
that glittered on the strange sword hilt; and their possible
significance was broadening upon him like a dreadful dawn. It was a
curious Asiatic weapon. He knew what name was connected in his
memory with curious Asiatic weapons. Lord James spoke his secret
thought for him, and yet it startled him like an irrelevance.

"Where is the Prime Minister?" Herries had cried, suddenly, and
somehow like the bark of a dog at some discovery.

Doctor Prince turned on him his goggles and his grim face; and
it was grimmer than ever.

"I cannot find him anywhere," he said. "I looked for him at
once, as soon as I found the papers were gone. That servant of
yours, Campbell, made a most efficient search, but there are no
traces."

There was a long silence, at the end of which Herries uttered
another cry, but upon an entirely new note.

"Well, you needn't look for him any longer," he said, "for here
he comes, along with your friend Fisher. They look as if they'd
been for a little walking tour."

The two figures approaching up the path were indeed those of
Fisher, splashed with the mire of travel and carrying a scratch
like that of a bramble across one side of his bald forehead, and of
the great and gray-haired statesman who looked like a baby and was
interested in Eastern swords and swordmanship. But beyond this
bodily recognition, March could make neither head nor tail of their
presence or demeanor, which seemed to give a final touch of
nonsense to the whole nightmare. The more closely he watched them,
as they stood listening to the revelations of the detective, the
more puzzled he was by their attitude—Fisher seemed grieved by the
death of his uncle, but hardly shocked at it; the older man seemed
almost openly thinking about something else, and neither had
anything to suggest about a further pursuit of the fugitive spy and
murderer, in spite of the prodigious importance of the documents he
had stolen. When the detective had gone off to busy himself with
that department of the business, to telephone and write his report,
when Herries had gone back, probably to the brandy bottle, and the
Prime Minister had blandly sauntered away toward a comfortable
armchair in another part of the garden, Horne Fisher spoke directly
to Harold March.

"My friend," he said, "I want you to come with me at once; there
is no one else I can trust so much as that. The journey will take
us most of the day, and the chief business cannot be done till
nightfall. So we can talk things over thoroughly on the way. But I
want you to be with me; for I rather think it is my hour."

March and Fisher both had motor bicycles; and the first half of
their day's journey consisted in coasting eastward amid the
unconversational noise of those uncomfortable engines. But when
they came out beyond Canterbury into the flats of eastern Kent,
Fisher stopped at a pleasant little public house beside a sleepy
stream; and they sat down to eat and to drink and to speak almost
for the first time. It was a brilliant afternoon, birds were
singing in the wood behind, and the sun shone full on their ale
bench and table; but the face of Fisher in the strong sunlight had
a gravity never seen on it before.

"Before we go any farther," he said, "there is something you
ought to know. You and I have seen some mysterious things and got
to the bottom of them before now; and it's only right that you
should get to the bottom of this one. But in dealing with the death
of my uncle I must begin at the other end from where our old
detective yarns began. I will give you the steps of deduction
presently, if you want to listen to them; but I did not reach the
truth of this by steps of deduction. I will first of all tell you
the truth itself, because I knew the truth from the first. The
other cases I approached from the outside, but in this case I was
inside. I myself was the very core and center of everything."

Something in the speaker's pendent eyelids and grave gray eyes
suddenly shook March to his foundations; and he cried,
distractedly, "I don't understand!" as men do when they fear that
they do understand. There was no sound for a space but the happy
chatter of the birds, and then Horne Fisher said, calmly:

"It was I who killed my uncle. If you particularly want more, it
was I who stole the state papers from him."

"Fisher!" cried his friend in a strangled voice.

"Let me tell you the whole thing before we part," continued the
other, "and let me put it, for the sake of clearness, as we used to
put our old problems. Now there are two things that are puzzling
people about that problem, aren't there? The first is how the
murderer managed to slip off the dead man's coat, when he was
already pinned to the ground with that stone incubus. The other,
which is much smaller and less puzzling, is the fact of the sword
that cut his throat being slightly stained at the point, instead of
a good deal more stained at the edge. Well, I can dispose of the
first question easily. Horne Hewitt took off his own coat before he
was killed. I might say he took off his coat to be killed."

"Do you call that an explanation?" exclaimed March. "The words
seem more meaningless, than the facts."

"Well, let us go on to the other facts," continued Fisher,
equably. "The reason that particular sword is not stained at the
edge with Hewitt's blood is that it was not used to kill
Hewitt."

"But the doctor," protested March, "declared distinctly that the
wound was made by that particular sword."

"I beg your pardon," replied Fisher. "He did not declare that it
was made by that particular sword. He declared it was made by a
sword of that particular pattern."

"But it was quite a queer and exceptional pattern," argued
March; "surely it is far too fantastic a coincidence to
imagine—"

"It was a fantastic coincidence," reflected Horne Fisher. "It's
extraordinary what coincidences do sometimes occur. By the oddest
chance in the world, by one chance in a million, it so happened
that another sword of exactly the same shape was in the same garden
at the same time. It may be partly explained, by the fact that I
brought them both into the garden myself … come, my dear
fellow; surely you can see now what it means. Put those two things
together; there were two duplicate swords and he took off his coat
for himself. It may assist your speculations to recall the fact
that I am not exactly an assassin."

"A duel!" exclaimed March, recovering himself. "Of course I
ought to have thought of that. But who was the spy who stole the
papers?"

"My uncle was the spy who stole the papers," replied Fisher, "or
who tried to steal the papers when I stopped him—in the only way I
could. The papers, that should have gone west to reassure our
friends and give them the plans for repelling the invasion, would
in a few hours have been in the hands of the invader. What could I
do? To have denounced one of our friends at this moment would have
been to play into the hands of your friend Attwood, and all the
party of panic and slavery. Besides, it may be that a man over
forty has a subconscious desire to die as he has lived, and that I
wanted, in a sense, to carry my secrets to the grave. Perhaps a
hobby hardens with age; and my hobby has been silence. Perhaps I
feel that I have killed my mother's brother, but I have saved my
mother's name. Anyhow, I chose a time when I knew you were all
asleep, and he was walking alone in the garden. I saw all the stone
statues standing in the moonlight; and I myself was like one of
those stone statues walking. In a voice that was not my own, I told
him of his treason and demanded the papers; and when he refused, I
forced him to take one of the two swords. The swords were among
some specimens sent down here for the Prime Minister's inspection;
he is a collector, you know; they were the only equal weapons I
could find. To cut an ugly tale short, we fought there on the path
in front of the Britannia statue; he was a man of great strength,
but I had somewhat the advantage in skill. His sword grazed my
forehead almost at the moment when mine sank into the joint in his
neck. He fell against the statue, like Caesar against Pompey's,
hanging on to the iron rail; his sword was already broken. When I
saw the blood from that deadly wound, everything else went from me;
I dropped my sword and ran as if to lift him up. As I bent toward
him something happened too quick for me to follow. I do not know
whether the iron bar was rotted with rust and came away in his
hand, or whether he rent it out of the rock with his apelike
strength; but the thing was in his hand, and with his dying
energies he swung it over my head, as I knelt there unarmed beside
him. I looked up wildly to avoid the blow, and saw above us the
great bulk of Britannia leaning outward like the figurehead of a
ship. The next instant I saw it was leaning an inch or two more
than usual, and all the skies with their outstanding stars seemed
to be leaning with it. For the third second it was as if the skies
fell; and in the fourth I was standing in the quiet garden, looking
down on that flat ruin of stone and bone at which you were looking
to-day. He had plucked out the last prop that held up the British
goddess, and she had fallen and crushed the traitor in her fall. I
turned and darted for the coat which I knew to contain the package,
ripped it up with my sword, and raced away up the garden path to
where my motor bike was waiting on the road above. I had every
reason for haste; but I fled without looking back at the statue and
the body; and I think the thing I fled from was the sight of that
appalling allegory.

"Then I did the rest of what I had to do. All through the night
and into the daybreak and the daylight I went humming through the
villages and markets of South England like a traveling bullet, till
I came to the headquarters in the West where the trouble was. I was
just in time. I was able to placard the place, so to speak, with
the news that the government had not betrayed them, and that they
would find supports if they would push eastward against the enemy.
There's no time to tell you all that happened; but I tell you it
was the day of my life. A triumph like a torchlight procession,
with torchlights that might have been firebrands. The mutinies
simmered down; the men of Somerset and the western counties came
pouring into the market places; the men who died with Arthur and
stood firm with Alfred. The Irish regiments rallied to them, after
a scene like a riot, and marched eastward out of the town singing
Fenian songs. There was all that is not understood, about the dark
laughter of that people, in the delight with which, even when
marching with the English to the defense of England, they shouted
at the top of their voices, 'High upon the gallows tree stood the
noble-hearted three … With England's cruel cord about them
cast.' However, the chorus was 'God save Ireland,' and we could all
have sung that just then, in one sense or another.

"But there was another side to my mission. I carried the plans
of the defense; and to a great extent, luckily, the plans of the
invasion also. I won't worry you with strategics; but we knew where
the enemy had pushed forward the great battery that covered all his
movements; and though our friends from the West could hardly arrive
in time to intercept the main movement, they might get within long
artillery range of the battery and shell it, if they only knew
exactly where it was. They could hardly tell that unless somebody
round about here sent up some sort of signal. But, somehow, I
rather fancy that somebody will."

With that he got up from the table, and they remounted their
machines and went eastward into the advancing twilight of evening.
The levels of the landscape were repeated in flat strips of
floating cloud and the last colors of day clung to the circle of
the horizon. Receding farther and farther behind them was the
semicircle of the last hills; and it was quite suddenly that they
saw afar off the dim line of the sea. It was not a strip of bright
blue as they had seen it from the sunny veranda, but of a sinister
and smoky violet, a tint that seemed ominous and dark. Here Horne
Fisher dismounted once more.

"We must walk the rest of the way," he said, "and the last bit
of all I must walk alone."

He bent down and began to unstrap something from his bicycle. It
was something that had puzzled his companion all the way in spite
of what held him to more interesting riddles; it appeared to be
several lengths of pole strapped together and wrapped up in paper.
Fisher took it under his arm and began to pick his way across the
turf. The ground was growing more tumbled and irregular and he was
walking toward a mass of thickets and small woods; night grew
darker every moment. "We must not talk any more," said Fisher. "I
shall whisper to you when you are to halt. Don't try to follow me
then, for it will only spoil the show; one man can barely crawl
safely to the spot, and two would certainly be caught."

"I would follow you anywhere," replied March, "but I would halt,
too, if that is better."

"I know you would," said his friend in a low voice. "Perhaps
you're the only man I ever quite trusted in this world."

A few paces farther on they came to the end of a great ridge or
mound looking monstrous against the dim sky; and Fisher stopped
with a gesture. He caught his companion's hand and wrung it with a
violent tenderness, and then darted forward into the darkness.
March could faintly see his figure crawling along under the shadow
of the ridge, then he lost sight of it, and then he saw it again
standing on another mound two hundred yards away. Beside him stood
a singular erection made apparently of two rods. He bent over it
and there was the flare of a light; all March's schoolboy memories
woke in him, and he knew what it was. It was the stand of a rocket.
The confused, incongruous memories still possessed him up to the
very moment of a fierce but familiar sound; and an instant after
the rocket left its perch and went up into endless space like a
starry arrow aimed at the stars. March thought suddenly of the
signs of the last days and knew he was looking at the apocalyptic
meteor of something like a Day of judgment.

Far up in the infinite heavens the rocket drooped and sprang
into scarlet stars. For a moment the whole landscape out to the sea
and back to the crescent of the wooded hills was like a lake of
ruby light, of a red strangely rich and glorious, as if the world
were steeped in wine rather than blood, or the earth were an
earthly paradise, over which paused forever the sanguine moment of
morning.

"God save England!" cried Fisher, with a tongue like the peal of
a trumpet. "And now it is for God to save."

As darkness sank again over land and sea, there came another
sound; far away in the passes of the hills behind them the guns
spoke like the baying of great hounds. Something that was not a
rocket, that came not hissing but screaming, went over Harold
March's head and expanded beyond the mound into light and deafening
din, staggering the brain with unbearable brutalities of noise.
Another came, and then another, and the world was full of uproar
and volcanic vapor and chaotic light. The artillery of the West
country and the Irish had located the great enemy battery, and were
pounding it to pieces.

In the mad excitement of that moment March peered through the
storm, looking again for the long lean figure that stood beside the
stand of the rocket. Then another flash lit up the whole ridge. The
figure was not there.

Before the fires of the rocket had faded from the sky, long
before the first gun had sounded from the distant hills, a splutter
of rifle fire had flashed and flickered all around from the hidden
trenches of the enemy. Something lay in the shadow at the foot of
the ridge, as stiff as the stick of the fallen rocket; and the man
who knew too much knew what is worth knowing.

 

 

THE END
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A WILD, MAD, HILARIOUS AND PROFOUNDLY
MOVING TALE


It is very difficult to classify THE MAN WHO WAS THURSDAY. It is
possible to say that it is a gripping adventure story of murderous
criminals and brilliant policemen; but it was to be expected that
the author of the Father Brown stories should tell a detective
story like no-one else. On this level, therefore, THE MAN WHO WAS
THURSDAY succeeds superbly; if nothing else, it is a magnificent
tour-de-force of suspense-writing.

However, the reader will soon discover that it is much more than
that. Carried along on the boisterous rush of the narrative by
Chesterton's wonderful high-spirited style, he will soon see that
he is being carried into much deeper waters than he had planned on;
and the totally unforeseeable denouement will prove for the modern
reader, as it has for thousands of others since 1908 when the book
was first published, an inevitable and moving experience, as the
investigators finally discover who Sunday is.










To Edmund Clerihew Bentley


A cloud was on the mind of men, and wailing went the
weather,

Yea, a sick cloud upon the soul when we were boys together.

Science announced nonentity and art admired decay;

The world was old and ended: but you and I were gay;

Round us in antic order their crippled vices came—

Lust that had lost its laughter, fear that had lost its
shame.

Like the white lock of Whistler, that lit our aimless gloom,

Men showed their own white feather as proudly as a plume.

Life was a fly that faded, and death a drone that stung;

The world was very old indeed when you and I were young.

They twisted even decent sin to shapes not to be named:

Men were ashamed of honour; but we were not ashamed.

Weak if we were and foolish, not thus we failed, not thus;

When that black Baal blocked the heavens he had no hymns from
us

Children we were—our forts of sand were even as weak as eve,

High as they went we piled them up to break that bitter sea.

Fools as we were in motley, all jangling and absurd,

When all church bells were silent our cap and beds were heard.

 

Not all unhelped we held the fort, our tiny flags
unfurled;

Some giants laboured in that cloud to lift it from the world.

I find again the book we found, I feel the hour that flings

Far out of fish-shaped Paumanok some cry of cleaner things;

And the Green Carnation withered, as in forest fires that
pass,

Roared in the wind of all the world ten million leaves of
grass;

Or sane and sweet and sudden as a bird sings in the rain—

Truth out of Tusitala spoke and pleasure out of pain.

Yea, cool and clear and sudden as a bird sings in the grey,

Dunedin to Samoa spoke, and darkness unto day.

But we were young; we lived to see God break their bitter
charms.

God and the good Republic come riding back in arms:

We have seen the City of Mansoul, even as it rocked,
relieved—

Blessed are they who did not see, but being blind, believed.

 

This is a tale of those old fears, even of those emptied
hells,

And none but you shall understand the true thing that it
tells—

Of what colossal gods of shame could cow men and yet crash,

Of what huge devils hid the stars, yet fell at a pistol
flash.

The doubts that were so plain to chase, so dreadful to
withstand—

Oh, who shall understand but you; yea, who shall understand?

The doubts that drove us through the night as we two talked
amain,

And day had broken on the streets e'er it broke upon the
brain.

Between us, by the peace of God, such truth can now be told;

Yea, there is strength in striking root and good in growing
old.

We have found common things at last and marriage and a creed,

And I may safely write it now, and you may safely read.

 

G. K. C.











Chapter 1
THE TWO POETS OF SAFFRON PARK


THE suburb of Saffron Park lay on the sunset side of London, as
red and ragged as a cloud of sunset. It was built of a bright brick
throughout; its sky-line was fantastic, and even its ground plan
was wild. It had been the outburst of a speculative builder,
faintly tinged with art, who called its architecture sometimes
Elizabethan and sometimes Queen Anne, apparently under the
impression that the two sovereigns were identical. It was described
with some justice as an artistic colony, though it never in any
definable way produced any art. But although its pretensions to be
an intellectual centre were a little vague, its pretensions to be a
pleasant place were quite indisputable. The stranger who looked for
the first time at the quaint red houses could only think how very
oddly shaped the people must be who could fit in to them. Nor when
he met the people was he disappointed in this respect. The place
was not only pleasant, but perfect, if once he could regard it not
as a deception but rather as a dream. Even if the people were not
"artists," the whole was nevertheless artistic. That young man with
the long, auburn hair and the impudent face—that young man was not
really a poet; but surely he was a poem. That old gentleman with
the wild, white beard and the wild, white hat—that venerable humbug
was not really a philosopher; but at least he was the cause of
philosophy in others. That scientific gentleman with the bald,
egg-like head and the bare, bird-like neck had no real right to the
airs of science that he assumed. He had not discovered anything new
in biology; but what biological creature could he have discovered
more singular than himself? Thus, and thus only, the whole place
had properly to be regarded; it had to be considered not so much as
a workshop for artists, but as a frail but finished work of art. A
man who stepped into its social atmosphere felt as if he had
stepped into a written comedy.

More especially this attractive unreality fell upon it about
nightfall, when the extravagant roofs were dark against the
afterglow and the whole insane village seemed as separate as a
drifting cloud. This again was more strongly true of the many
nights of local festivity, when the little gardens were often
illuminated, and the big Chinese lanterns glowed in the dwarfish
trees like some fierce and monstrous fruit. And this was strongest
of all on one particular evening, still vaguely remembered in the
locality, of which the auburn-haired poet was the hero. It was not
by any means the only evening of which he was the hero. On many
nights those passing by his little back garden might hear his high,
didactic voice laying down the law to men and particularly to
women. The attitude of women in such cases was indeed one of the
paradoxes of the place. Most of the women were of the kind vaguely
called emancipated, and professed some protest against male
supremacy. Yet these new women would always pay to a man the
extravagant compliment which no ordinary woman ever pays to him,
that of listening while he is talking. And Mr. Lucian Gregory, the
red-haired poet, was really (in some sense) a man worth listening
to, even if one only laughed at the end of it. He put the old cant
of the lawlessness of art and the art of lawlessness with a certain
impudent freshness which gave at least a momentary pleasure. He was
helped in some degree by the arresting oddity of his appearance,
which he worked, as the phrase goes, for all it was worth. His dark
red hair parted in the middle was literally like a woman's, and
curved into the slow curls of a virgin in a pre-Raphaelite picture.
From within this almost saintly oval, however, his face projected
suddenly broad and brutal, the chin carried forward with a look of
cockney contempt. This combination at once tickled and terrified
the nerves of a neurotic population. He seemed like a walking
blasphemy, a blend of the angel and the ape.

This particular evening, if it is remembered for nothing else,
will be remembered in that place for its strange sunset. It looked
like the end of the world. All the heaven seemed covered with a
quite vivid and palpable plumage; you could only say that the sky
was full of feathers, and of feathers that almost brushed the face.
Across the great part of the dome they were grey, with the
strangest tints of violet and mauve and an unnatural pink or pale
green; but towards the west the whole grew past description,
transparent and passionate, and the last red-hot plumes of it
covered up the sun like something too good to be seen. The whole
was so close about the earth, as to express nothing but a violent
secrecy. The very empyrean seemed to be a secret. It expressed that
splendid smallness which is the soul of local patriotism. The very
sky seemed small.

I say that there are some inhabitants who may remember the
evening if only by that oppressive sky. There are others who may
remember it because it marked the first appearance in the place of
the second poet of Saffron Park. For a long time the red-haired
revolutionary had reigned without a rival; it was upon the night of
the sunset that his solitude suddenly ended. The new poet, who
introduced himself by the name of Gabriel Syme was a very
mild-looking mortal, with a fair, pointed beard and faint, yellow
hair. But an impression grew that he was less meek than he looked.
He signalised his entrance by differing with the established poet,
Gregory, upon the whole nature of poetry. He said that he (Syme)
was poet of law, a poet of order; nay, he said he was a poet of
respectability. So all the Saffron Parkers looked at him as if he
had that moment fallen out of that impossible sky.

In fact, Mr. Lucian Gregory, the anarchic poet, connected the
two events.

"It may well be," he said, in his sudden lyrical manner, "it may
well be on such a night of clouds and cruel colours that there is
brought forth upon the earth such a portent as a respectable poet.
You say you are a poet of law; I say you are a contradiction in
terms. I only wonder there were not comets and earthquakes on the
night you appeared in this garden."

The man with the meek blue eyes and the pale, pointed beard
endured these thunders with a certain submissive solemnity. The
third party of the group, Gregory's sister Rosamond, who had her
brother's braids of red hair, but a kindlier face underneath them,
laughed with such mixture of admiration and disapproval as she gave
commonly to the family oracle.

Gregory resumed in high oratorical good humour.

"An artist is identical with an anarchist," he cried. "You might
transpose the words anywhere. An anarchist is an artist. The man
who throws a bomb is an artist, because he prefers a great moment
to everything. He sees how much more valuable is one burst of
blazing light, one peal of perfect thunder, than the mere common
bodies of a few shapeless policemen. An artist disregards all
governments, abolishes all conventions. The poet delights in
disorder only. If it were not so, the most poetical thing in the
world would be the Underground Railway."

"So it is," said Mr. Syme.

"Nonsense!" said Gregory, who was very rational when anyone else
attempted paradox. "Why do all the clerks and navvies in the
railway trains look so sad and tired, so very sad and tired? I will
tell you. It is because they know that the train is going right. It
is because they know that whatever place they have taken a ticket
for that place they will reach. It is because after they have
passed Sloane Square they know that the next station must be
Victoria, and nothing but Victoria. Oh, their wild rapture! oh,
their eyes like stars and their souls again in Eden, if the next
station were unaccountably Baker Street!"

"It is you who are unpoetical," replied the poet Syme. "If what
you say of clerks is true, they can only be as prosaic as your
poetry. The rare, strange thing is to hit the mark; the gross,
obvious thing is to miss it. We feel it is epical when man with one
wild arrow strikes a distant bird. Is it not also epical when man
with one wild engine strikes a distant station? Chaos is dull;
because in chaos the train might indeed go anywhere, to Baker
Street or to Bagdad. But man is a magician, and his whole magic is
in this, that he does say Victoria, and lo! it is Victoria. No,
take your books of mere poetry and prose; let me read a time table,
with tears of pride. Take your Byron, who commemorates the defeats
of man; give me Bradshaw, who commemorates his victories. Give me
Bradshaw, I say!"

"Must you go?" inquired Gregory sarcastically.

"I tell you," went on Syme with passion, "that every time a
train comes in I feel that it has broken past batteries of
besiegers, and that man has won a battle against chaos. You say
contemptuously that when one has left Sloane Square one must come
to Victoria. I say that one might do a thousand things instead, and
that whenever I really come there I have the sense of hairbreadth
escape. And when I hear the guard shout out the word 'Victoria,' it
is not an unmeaning word. It is to me the cry of a herald
announcing conquest. It is to me indeed 'Victoria'; it is the
victory of Adam."

Gregory wagged his heavy, red head with a slow and sad
smile.

"And even then," he said, "we poets always ask the question,
'And what is Victoria now that you have got there?' You think
Victoria is like the New Jerusalem. We know that the New Jerusalem
will only be like Victoria. Yes, the poet will be discontented even
in the streets of heaven. The poet is always in revolt."

"There again," said Syme irritably, "what is there poetical
about being in revolt? You might as well say that it is poetical to
be sea-sick. Being sick is a revolt. Both being sick and being
rebellious may be the wholesome thing on certain desperate
occasions; but I'm hanged if I can see why they are poetical.
Revolt in the abstract is—revolting. It's mere vomiting."

The girl winced for a flash at the unpleasant word, but Syme was
too hot to heed her.

"It is things going right," he cried, "that is poetical! Our
digestions, for instance, going sacredly and silently right, that
is the foundation of all poetry. Yes, the most poetical thing, more
poetical than the flowers, more poetical than the stars—the most
poetical thing in the world is not being sick."

"Really," said Gregory superciliously, "the examples you
choose—"

"I beg your pardon," said Syme grimly, "I forgot we had
abolished all conventions."

For the first time a red patch appeared on Gregory's
forehead.

"You don't expect me," he said, "to revolutionise society on
this lawn?"

Syme looked straight into his eyes and smiled sweetly.

"No, I don't," he said; "but I suppose that if you were serious
about your anarchism, that is exactly what you would do."

Gregory's big bull's eyes blinked suddenly like those of an
angry lion, and one could almost fancy that his red mane rose.

"Don't you think, then," he said in a dangerous voice, "that I
am serious about my anarchism?"

"I beg your pardon?" said Syme.

"Am I not serious about my anarchism?" cried Gregory, with
knotted fists.

"My dear fellow!" said Syme, and strolled away.

With surprise, but with a curious pleasure, he found Rosamond
Gregory still in his company.

"Mr. Syme," she said, "do the people who talk like you and my
brother often mean what they say? Do you mean what you say
now?"

Syme smiled.

"Do you?" he asked.

"What do you mean?" asked the girl, with grave eyes.

"My dear Miss Gregory," said Syme gently, "there are many kinds
of sincerity and insincerity. When you say 'thank you' for the
salt, do you mean what you say? No. When you say 'the world is
round,' do you mean what you say? No. It is true, but you don't
mean it. Now, sometimes a man like your brother really finds a
thing he does mean. It may be only a half-truth, quarter-truth,
tenth-truth; but then he says more than he means—from sheer force
of meaning it."

She was looking at him from under level brows; her face was
grave and open, and there had fallen upon it the shadow of that
unreasoning responsibility which is at the bottom of the most
frivolous woman, the maternal watch which is as old as the
world.

"Is he really an anarchist, then?" she asked.

"Only in that sense I speak of," replied Syme; "or if you prefer
it, in that nonsense."

She drew her broad brows together and said abruptly—

"He wouldn't really use—bombs or that sort of thing?"

Syme broke into a great laugh, that seemed too large for his
slight and somewhat dandified figure.

"Good Lord, no!" he said, "that has to be done anonymously."

And at that the corners of her own mouth broke into a smile, and
she thought with a simultaneous pleasure of Gregory's absurdity and
of his safety.

Syme strolled with her to a seat in the corner of the garden,
and continued to pour out his opinions. For he was a sincere man,
and in spite of his superficial airs and graces, at root a humble
one. And it is always the humble man who talks too much; the proud
man watches himself too closely. He defended respectability with
violence and exaggeration. He grew passionate in his praise of
tidiness and propriety. All the time there was a smell of lilac all
round him. Once he heard very faintly in some distant street a
barrel-organ begin to play, and it seemed to him that his heroic
words were moving to a tiny tune from under or beyond the
world.

He stared and talked at the girl's red hair and amused face for
what seemed to be a few minutes; and then, feeling that the groups
in such a place should mix, rose to his feet. To his astonishment,
he discovered the whole garden empty. Everyone had gone long ago,
and he went himself with a rather hurried apology. He left with a
sense of champagne in his head, which he could not afterwards
explain. In the wild events which were to follow this girl had no
part at all; he never saw her again until all his tale was over.
And yet, in some indescribable way, she kept recurring like a
motive in music through all his mad adventures afterwards, and the
glory of her strange hair ran like a red thread through those dark
and ill-drawn tapestries of the night. For what followed was so
improbable, that it might well have been a dream.

When Syme went out into the starlit street, he found it for the
moment empty. Then he realised (in some odd way) that the silence
was rather a living silence than a dead one. Directly outside the
door stood a street lamp, whose gleam gilded the leaves of the tree
that bent out over the fence behind him. About a foot from the
lamp-post stood a figure almost as rigid and motionless as the
lamp-post itself. The tall hat and long frock coat were black; the
face, in an abrupt shadow, was almost as dark. Only a fringe of
fiery hair against the light, and also something aggressive in the
attitude, proclaimed that it was the poet Gregory. He had something
of the look of a masked bravo waiting sword in hand for his
foe.

He made a sort of doubtful salute, which Syme somewhat more
formally returned.

"I was waiting for you," said Gregory. "Might I have a moment's
conversation?"

"Certainly. About what?" asked Syme in a sort of weak
wonder.

Gregory struck out with his stick at the lamp-post, and then at
the tree. "About this and this," he cried; "about order and
anarchy. There is your precious order, that lean, iron lamp, ugly
and barren; and there is anarchy, rich, living, reproducing
itself—there is anarchy, splendid in green and gold."

"All the same," replied Syme patiently, "just at present you
only see the tree by the light of the lamp. I wonder when you would
ever see the lamp by the light of the tree." Then after a pause he
said, "But may I ask if you have been standing out here in the dark
only to resume our little argument?"

"No," cried out Gregory, in a voice that rang down the street,
"I did not stand here to resume our argument, but to end it for
ever."

The silence fell again, and Syme, though he understood nothing,
listened instinctively for something serious. Gregory began in a
smooth voice and with a rather bewildering smile.

"Mr. Syme," he said, "this evening you succeeded in doing
something rather remarkable. You did something to me that no man
born of woman has ever succeeded in doing before."

"Indeed!"

"Now I remember," resumed Gregory reflectively, "one other
person succeeded in doing it. The captain of a penny steamer (if I
remember correctly) at Southend. You have irritated me."

"I am very sorry," replied Syme with gravity.

"I am afraid my fury and your insult are too shocking to be
wiped out even with an apology," said Gregory very calmly. "No duel
could wipe it out. If I struck you dead I could not wipe it out.
There is only one way by which that insult can be erased, and that
way I choose. I am going, at the possible sacrifice of my life and
honour, to prove to you that you were wrong in what you said."

"In what I said?"

"You said I was not serious about being an anarchist."

"There are degrees of seriousness," replied Syme. "I have never
doubted that you were perfectly sincere in this sense, that you
thought what you said well worth saying, that you thought a paradox
might wake men up to a neglected truth."

Gregory stared at him steadily and painfully.

"And in no other sense," he asked, "you think me serious? You
think me a flaneur who lets fall occasional truths. You do not
think that in a deeper, a more deadly sense, I am serious."

Syme struck his stick violently on the stones of the road.

"Serious!" he cried. "Good Lord! is this street serious? Are
these damned Chinese lanterns serious? Is the whole caboodle
serious? One comes here and talks a pack of bosh, and perhaps some
sense as well, but I should think very little of a man who didn't
keep something in the background of his life that was more serious
than all this talking—something more serious, whether it was
religion or only drink."

"Very well," said Gregory, his face darkening, "you shall see
something more serious than either drink or religion."

Syme stood waiting with his usual air of mildness until Gregory
again opened his lips.

"You spoke just now of having a religion. Is it really true that
you have one?"

"Oh," said Syme with a beaming smile, "we are all Catholics
now."

"Then may I ask you to swear by whatever gods or saints your
religion involves that you will not reveal what I am now going to
tell you to any son of Adam, and especially not to the police? Will
you swear that! If you will take upon yourself this awful
abnegation if you will consent to burden your soul with a vow that
you should never make and a knowledge you should never dream about,
I will promise you in return—"

"You will promise me in return?" inquired Syme, as the other
paused.

"I will promise you a very entertaining evening." Syme suddenly
took off his hat.

"Your offer," he said, "is far too idiotic to be declined. You
say that a poet is always an anarchist. I disagree; but I hope at
least that he is always a sportsman. Permit me, here and now, to
swear as a Christian, and promise as a good comrade and a
fellow-artist, that I will not report anything of this, whatever it
is, to the police. And now, in the name of Colney Hatch, what is
it?"

"I think," said Gregory, with placid irrelevancy, "that we will
call a cab."

He gave two long whistles, and a hansom came rattling down the
road. The two got into it in silence. Gregory gave through the trap
the address of an obscure public-house on the Chiswick bank of the
river. The cab whisked itself away again, and in it these two
fantastics quitted their fantastic town.











Chapter 2
THE SECRET OF GABRIEL SYME


THE cab pulled up before a particularly dreary and greasy
beershop, into which Gregory rapidly conducted his companion. They
seated themselves in a close and dim sort of bar-parlour, at a
stained wooden table with one wooden leg. The room was so small and
dark, that very little could be seen of the attendant who was
summoned, beyond a vague and dark impression of something bulky and
bearded.

"Will you take a little supper?" asked Gregory politely. "The
pate de foie gras is not good here, but I can recommend the
game."

Syme received the remark with stolidity, imagining it to be a
joke. Accepting the vein of humour, he said, with a well-bred
indifference—

"Oh, bring me some lobster mayonnaise."

To his indescribable astonishment, the man only said "Certainly,
sir!" and went away apparently to get it.

"What will you drink?" resumed Gregory, with the same careless
yet apologetic air. "I shall only have a crepe de menthe myself; I
have dined. But the champagne can really be trusted. Do let me
start you with a half-bottle of Pommery at least?"

"Thank you!" said the motionless Syme. "You are very good."

His further attempts at conversation, somewhat disorganised in
themselves, were cut short finally as by a thunderbolt by the
actual appearance of the lobster. Syme tasted it, and found it
particularly good. Then he suddenly began to eat with great
rapidity and appetite.

"Excuse me if I enjoy myself rather obviously!" he said to
Gregory, smiling. "I don't often have the luck to have a dream like
this. It is new to me for a nightmare to lead to a lobster. It is
commonly the other way."

"You are not asleep, I assure you," said Gregory. "You are, on
the contrary, close to the most actual and rousing moment of your
existence. Ah, here comes your champagne! I admit that there may be
a slight disproportion, let us say, between the inner arrangements
of this excellent hotel and its simple and unpretentious exterior.
But that is all our modesty. We are the most modest men that ever
lived on earth."

"And who are we?" asked Syme, emptying his champagne glass.

"It is quite simple," replied Gregory. "We are the serious
anarchists, in whom you do not believe."

"Oh!" said Syme shortly. "You do yourselves well in drinks."

"Yes, we are serious about everything," answered Gregory.

Then after a pause he added—

"If in a few moments this table begins to turn round a little,
don't put it down to your inroads into the champagne. I don't wish
you to do yourself an injustice."

"Well, if I am not drunk, I am mad," replied Syme with perfect
calm; "but I trust I can behave like a gentleman in either
condition. May I smoke?"

"Certainly!" said Gregory, producing a cigar-case. "Try one of
mine."

Syme took the cigar, clipped the end off with a cigar-cutter out
of his waistcoat pocket, put it in his mouth, lit it slowly, and
let out a long cloud of smoke. It is not a little to his credit
that he performed these rites with so much composure, for almost
before he had begun them the table at which he sat had begun to
revolve, first slowly, and then rapidly, as if at an insane
seance.

"You must not mind it," said Gregory; "it's a kind of
screw."

"Quite so," said Syme placidly, "a kind of screw. How simple
that is!"

The next moment the smoke of his cigar, which had been wavering
across the room in snaky twists, went straight up as if from a
factory chimney, and the two, with their chairs and table, shot
down through the floor as if the earth had swallowed them. They
went rattling down a kind of roaring chimney as rapidly as a lift
cut loose, and they came with an abrupt bump to the bottom. But
when Gregory threw open a pair of doors and let in a red
subterranean light, Syme was still smoking with one leg thrown over
the other, and had not turned a yellow hair.

Gregory led him down a low, vaulted passage, at the end of which
was the red light. It was an enormous crimson lantern, nearly as
big as a fireplace, fixed over a small but heavy iron door. In the
door there was a sort of hatchway or grating, and on this Gregory
struck five times. A heavy voice with a foreign accent asked him
who he was. To this he gave the more or less unexpected reply, "Mr.
Joseph Chamberlain." The heavy hinges began to move; it was
obviously some kind of password.

Inside the doorway the passage gleamed as if it were lined with
a network of steel. On a second glance, Syme saw that the
glittering pattern was really made up of ranks and ranks of rifles
and revolvers, closely packed or interlocked.

"I must ask you to forgive me all these formalities," said
Gregory; "we have to be very strict here."

"Oh, don't apologise," said Syme. "I know your passion for law
and order," and he stepped into the passage lined with the steel
weapons. With his long, fair hair and rather foppish frock-coat, he
looked a singularly frail and fanciful figure as he walked down
that shining avenue of death.

They passed through several such passages, and came out at last
into a queer steel chamber with curved walls, almost spherical in
shape, but presenting, with its tiers of benches, something of the
appearance of a scientific lecture-theatre. There were no rifles or
pistols in this apartment, but round the walls of it were hung more
dubious and dreadful shapes, things that looked like the bulbs of
iron plants, or the eggs of iron birds. They were bombs, and the
very room itself seemed like the inside of a bomb. Syme knocked his
cigar ash off against the wall, and went in.

"And now, my dear Mr. Syme," said Gregory, throwing himself in
an expansive manner on the bench under the largest bomb, "now we
are quite cosy, so let us talk properly. Now no human words can
give you any notion of why I brought you here. It was one of those
quite arbitrary emotions, like jumping off a cliff or falling in
love. Suffice it to say that you were an inexpressibly irritating
fellow, and, to do you justice, you are still. I would break twenty
oaths of secrecy for the pleasure of taking you down a peg. That
way you have of lighting a cigar would make a priest break the seal
of confession. Well, you said that you were quite certain I was not
a serious anarchist. Does this place strike you as being
serious?"

"It does seem to have a moral under all its gaiety," assented
Syme; "but may I ask you two questions? You need not fear to give
me information, because, as you remember, you very wisely extorted
from me a promise not to tell the police, a promise I shall
certainly keep. So it is in mere curiosity that I make my queries.
First of all, what is it really all about? What is it you object
to? You want to abolish Government?"

"To abolish God!" said Gregory, opening the eyes of a fanatic.
"We do not only want to upset a few despotisms and police
regulations; that sort of anarchism does exist, but it is a mere
branch of the Nonconformists. We dig deeper and we blow you higher.
We wish to deny all those arbitrary distinctions of vice and
virtue, honour and treachery, upon which mere rebels base
themselves. The silly sentimentalists of the French Revolution
talked of the Rights of Man! We hate Rights as we hate Wrongs. We
have abolished Right and Wrong."

"And Right and Left," said Syme with a simple eagerness, "I hope
you will abolish them too. They are much more troublesome to
me."

"You spoke of a second question," snapped Gregory.

"With pleasure," resumed Syme. "In all your present acts and
surroundings there is a scientific attempt at secrecy. I have an
aunt who lived over a shop, but this is the first time I have found
people living from preference under a public-house. You have a
heavy iron door. You cannot pass it without submitting to the
humiliation of calling yourself Mr. Chamberlain. You surround
yourself with steel instruments which make the place, if I may say
so, more impressive than homelike. May I ask why, after taking all
this trouble to barricade yourselves in the bowels of the earth,
you then parade your whole secret by talking about anarchism to
every silly woman in Saffron Park?"

Gregory smiled.

"The answer is simple," he said. "I told you I was a serious
anarchist, and you did not believe me. Nor do they believe me.
Unless I took them into this infernal room they would not believe
me."

Syme smoked thoughtfully, and looked at him with interest.
Gregory went on.

"The history of the thing might amuse you," he said. "When first
I became one of the New Anarchists I tried all kinds of respectable
disguises. I dressed up as a bishop. I read up all about bishops in
our anarchist pamphlets, in Superstition the Vampire and Priests of
Prey. I certainly understood from them that bishops are strange and
terrible old men keeping a cruel secret from mankind. I was
misinformed. When on my first appearing in episcopal gaiters in a
drawing-room I cried out in a voice of thunder, 'Down! down!
presumptuous human reason!' they found out in some way that I was
not a bishop at all. I was nabbed at once. Then I made up as a
millionaire; but I defended Capital with so much intelligence that
a fool could see that I was quite poor. Then I tried being a major.
Now I am a humanitarian myself, but I have, I hope, enough
intellectual breadth to understand the position of those who, like
Nietzsche, admire violence—the proud, mad war of Nature and all
that, you know. I threw myself into the major. I drew my sword and
waved it constantly. I called out 'Blood!' abstractedly, like a man
calling for wine. I often said, 'Let the weak perish; it is the
Law.' Well, well, it seems majors don't do this. I was nabbed
again. At last I went in despair to the President of the Central
Anarchist Council, who is the greatest man in Europe."

"What is his name?" asked Syme.

"You would not know it," answered Gregory. "That is his
greatness. Caesar and Napoleon put all their genius into being
heard of, and they were heard of. He puts all his genius into not
being heard of, and he is not heard of. But you cannot be for five
minutes in the room with him without feeling that Caesar and
Napoleon would have been children in his hands."

He was silent and even pale for a moment, and then resumed—

"But whenever he gives advice it is always something as
startling as an epigram, and yet as practical as the Bank of
England. I said to him, 'What disguise will hide me from the world?
What can I find more respectable than bishops and majors?' He
looked at me with his large but indecipherable face. 'You want a
safe disguise, do you? You want a dress which will guarantee you
harmless; a dress in which no one would ever look for a bomb?' I
nodded. He suddenly lifted his lion's voice. 'Why, then, dress up
as an anarchist, you fool!' he roared so that the room shook.
'Nobody will ever expect you to do anything dangerous then.' And he
turned his broad back on me without another word. I took his
advice, and have never regretted it. I preached blood and murder to
those women day and night, and—by God!—they would let me wheel
their perambulators."

Syme sat watching him with some respect in his large, blue
eyes.

"You took me in," he said. "It is really a smart dodge."

Then after a pause he added—

"What do you call this tremendous President of yours?"

"We generally call him Sunday," replied Gregory with simplicity.
"You see, there are seven members of the Central Anarchist Council,
and they are named after days of the week. He is called Sunday, by
some of his admirers Bloody Sunday. It is curious you should
mention the matter, because the very night you have dropped in (if
I may so express it) is the night on which our London branch, which
assembles in this room, has to elect its own deputy to fill a
vacancy in the Council. The gentleman who has for some time past
played, with propriety and general applause, the difficult part of
Thursday, has died quite suddenly. Consequently, we have called a
meeting this very evening to elect a successor."

He got to his feet and strolled across the room with a sort of
smiling embarrassment.

"I feel somehow as if you were my mother, Syme," he continued
casually. "I feel that I can confide anything to you, as you have
promised to tell nobody. In fact, I will confide to you something
that I would not say in so many words to the anarchists who will be
coming to the room in about ten minutes. We shall, of course, go
through a form of election; but I don't mind telling you that it is
practically certain what the result will be." He looked down for a
moment modestly. "It is almost a settled thing that I am to be
Thursday."

"My dear fellow." said Syme heartily, "I congratulate you. A
great career!"

Gregory smiled in deprecation, and walked across the room,
talking rapidly.

"As a matter of fact, everything is ready for me on this table,"
he said, "and the ceremony will probably be the shortest
possible."

Syme also strolled across to the table, and found lying across
it a walking-stick, which turned out on examination to be a
sword-stick, a large Colt's revolver, a sandwich case, and a
formidable flask of brandy. Over the chair, beside the table, was
thrown a heavy-looking cape or cloak.

"I have only to get the form of election finished," continued
Gregory with animation, "then I snatch up this cloak and stick,
stuff these other things into my pocket, step out of a door in this
cavern, which opens on the river, where there is a steam-tug
already waiting for me, and then—then—oh, the wild joy of being
Thursday!" And he clasped his hands.

Syme, who had sat down once more with his usual insolent
languor, got to his feet with an unusual air of hesitation.

"Why is it," he asked vaguely, "that I think you are quite a
decent fellow? Why do I positively like you, Gregory?" He paused a
moment, and then added with a sort of fresh curiosity, "Is it
because you are such an ass?"

There was a thoughtful silence again, and then he cried out—

"Well, damn it all! this is the funniest situation I have ever
been in in my life, and I am going to act accordingly. Gregory, I
gave you a promise before I came into this place. That promise I
would keep under red-hot pincers. Would you give me, for my own
safety, a little promise of the same kind?"

"A promise?" asked Gregory, wondering.

"Yes," said Syme very seriously, "a promise. I swore before God
that I would not tell your secret to the police. Will you swear by
Humanity, or whatever beastly thing you believe in, that you will
not tell my secret to the anarchists?"

"Your secret?" asked the staring Gregory. "Have you got a
secret?"

"Yes," said Syme, "I have a secret." Then after a pause, "Will
you swear?"

Gregory glared at him gravely for a few moments, and then said
abruptly—

"You must have bewitched me, but I feel a furious curiosity
about you. Yes, I will swear not to tell the anarchists anything
you tell me. But look sharp, for they will be here in a couple of
minutes."

Syme rose slowly to his feet and thrust his long, white hands
into his long, grey trousers' pockets. Almost as he did so there
came five knocks on the outer grating, proclaiming the arrival of
the first of the conspirators.

"Well," said Syme slowly, "I don't know how to tell you the
truth more shortly than by saying that your expedient of dressing
up as an aimless poet is not confined to you or your President. We
have known the dodge for some time at Scotland Yard."

Gregory tried to spring up straight, but he swayed thrice.

"What do you say?" he asked in an inhuman voice.

"Yes," said Syme simply, "I am a police detective. But I think I
hear your friends coming."

From the doorway there came a murmur of "Mr. Joseph
Chamberlain." It was repeated twice and thrice, and then thirty
times, and the crowd of Joseph Chamberlains (a solemn thought)
could be heard trampling down the corridor.











Chapter 3
THE MAN WHO WAS THURSDAY


BEFORE one of the fresh faces could appear at the doorway,
Gregory's stunned surprise had fallen from him. He was beside the
table with a bound, and a noise in his throat like a wild beast. He
caught up the Colt's revolver and took aim at Syme. Syme did not
flinch, but he put up a pale and polite hand.

"Don't be such a silly man," he said, with the effeminate
dignity of a curate. "Don't you see it's not necessary? Don't you
see that we're both in the same boat? Yes, and jolly sea-sick."

Gregory could not speak, but he could not fire either, and he
looked his question.

"Don't you see we've checkmated each other?" cried Syme. "I
can't tell the police you are an anarchist. You can't tell the
anarchists I'm a policeman. I can only watch you, knowing what you
are; you can only watch me, knowing what I am. In short, it's a
lonely, intellectual duel, my head against yours. I'm a policeman
deprived of the help of the police. You, my poor fellow, are an
anarchist deprived of the help of that law and organisation which
is so essential to anarchy. The one solitary difference is in your
favour. You are not surrounded by inquisitive policemen; I am
surrounded by inquisitive anarchists. I cannot betray you, but I
might betray myself. Come, come! wait and see me betray myself. I
shall do it so nicely."

Gregory put the pistol slowly down, still staring at Syme as if
he were a sea-monster.

"I don't believe in immortality," he said at last, "but if,
after all this, you were to break your word, God would make a hell
only for you, to howl in for ever."

"I shall not break my word," said Syme sternly, "nor will you
break yours. Here are your friends."

The mass of the anarchists entered the room heavily, with a
slouching and somewhat weary gait; but one little man, with a black
beard and glasses—a man somewhat of the type of Mr. Tim
Healy—detached himself, and bustled forward with some papers in his
hand.

"Comrade Gregory," he said, "I suppose this man is a
delegate?"

Gregory, taken by surprise, looked down and muttered the name of
Syme; but Syme replied almost pertly—

"I am glad to see that your gate is well enough guarded to make
it hard for anyone to be here who was not a delegate."

The brow of the little man with the black beard was, however,
still contracted with something like suspicion.

"What branch do you represent?" he asked sharply.

"I should hardly call it a branch," said Syme, laughing; "I
should call it at the very least a root."

"What do you mean?"

"The fact is," said Syme serenely, "the truth is I am a
Sabbatarian. I have been specially sent here to see that you show a
due observance of Sunday."

The little man dropped one of his papers, and a flicker of fear
went over all the faces of the group. Evidently the awful
President, whose name was Sunday, did sometimes send down such
irregular ambassadors to such branch meetings.

"Well, comrade," said the man with the papers after a pause, "I
suppose we'd better give you a seat in the meeting?"

"If you ask my advice as a friend," said Syme with severe
benevolence, "I think you'd better."

When Gregory heard the dangerous dialogue end, with a sudden
safety for his rival, he rose abruptly and paced the floor in
painful thought. He was, indeed, in an agony of diplomacy. It was
clear that Syme's inspired impudence was likely to bring him out of
all merely accidental dilemmas. Little was to be hoped from them.
He could not himself betray Syme, partly from honour, but partly
also because, if he betrayed him and for some reason failed to
destroy him, the Syme who escaped would be a Syme freed from all
obligation of secrecy, a Syme who would simply walk to the nearest
police station. After all, it was only one night's discussion, and
only one detective who would know of it. He would let out as little
as possible of their plans that night, and then let Syme go, and
chance it.

He strode across to the group of anarchists, which was already
distributing itself along the benches.

"I think it is time we began," he said; "the steam-tug is
waiting on the river already. I move that Comrade Buttons takes the
chair."

This being approved by a show of hands, the little man with the
papers slipped into the presidential seat.

"Comrades," he began, as sharp as a pistol-shot, "our meeting
tonight is important, though it need not be long. This branch has
always had the honour of electing Thursdays for the Central
European Council. We have elected many and splendid Thursdays. We
all lament the sad decease of the heroic worker who occupied the
post until last week. As you know, his services to the cause were
considerable. He organised the great dynamite coup of Brighton
which, under happier circumstances, ought to have killed everybody
on the pier. As you also know, his death was as self-denying as his
life, for he died through his faith in a hygienic mixture of chalk
and water as a substitute for milk, which beverage he regarded as
barbaric, and as involving cruelty to the cow. Cruelty, or anything
approaching to cruelty, revolted him always. But it is not to
acclaim his virtues that we are met, but for a harder task. It is
difficult properly to praise his qualities, but it is more
difficult to replace them. Upon you, comrades, it devolves this
evening to choose out of the company present the man who shall be
Thursday. If any comrade suggests a name I will put it to the vote.
If no comrade suggests a name, I can only tell myself that that
dear dynamiter, who is gone from us, has carried into the
unknowable abysses the last secret of his virtue and his
innocence."

There was a stir of almost inaudible applause, such as is
sometimes heard in church. Then a large old man, with a long and
venerable white beard, perhaps the only real working-man present,
rose lumberingly and said—

"I move that Comrade Gregory be elected Thursday," and sat
lumberingly down again.

"Does anyone second?" asked the chairman.

A little man with a velvet coat and pointed beard seconded.

"Before I put the matter to the vote," said the chairman, "I
will call on Comrade Gregory to make a statement."

Gregory rose amid a great rumble of applause. His face was
deadly pale, so that by contrast his queer red hair looked almost
scarlet. But he was smiling and altogether at ease. He had made up
his mind, and he saw his best policy quite plain in front of him
like a white road. His best chance was to make a softened and
ambiguous speech, such as would leave on the detective's mind the
impression that the anarchist brotherhood was a very mild affair
after all. He believed in his own literary power, his capacity for
suggesting fine shades and picking perfect words. He thought that
with care he could succeed, in spite of all the people around him,
in conveying an impression of the institution, subtly and
delicately false. Syme had once thought that anarchists, under all
their bravado, were only playing the fool. Could he not now, in the
hour of peril, make Syme think so again?

"Comrades," began Gregory, in a low but penetrating voice, "it
is not necessary for me to tell you what is my policy, for it is
your policy also. Our belief has been slandered, it has been
disfigured, it has been utterly confused and concealed, but it has
never been altered. Those who talk about anarchism and its dangers
go everywhere and anywhere to get their information, except to us,
except to the fountain head. They learn about anarchists from
sixpenny novels; they learn about anarchists from tradesmen's
newspapers; they learn about anarchists from Ally Sloper's
Half-Holiday and the Sporting Times. They never learn about
anarchists from anarchists. We have no chance of denying the
mountainous slanders which are heaped upon our heads from one end
of Europe to another. The man who has always heard that we are
walking plagues has never heard our reply. I know that he will not
hear it tonight, though my passion were to rend the roof. For it is
deep, deep under the earth that the persecuted are permitted to
assemble, as the Christians assembled in the Catacombs. But if, by
some incredible accident, there were here tonight a man who all his
life had thus immensely misunderstood us, I would put this question
to him: 'When those Christians met in those Catacombs, what sort of
moral reputation had they in the streets above? What tales were
told of their atrocities by one educated Roman to another? Suppose'
(I would say to him), 'suppose that we are only repeating that
still mysterious paradox of history. Suppose we seem as shocking as
the Christians because we are really as harmless as the Christians.
Suppose we seem as mad as the Christians because we are really as
meek."'

The applause that had greeted the opening sentences had been
gradually growing fainter, and at the last word it stopped
suddenly. In the abrupt silence, the man with the velvet jacket
said, in a high, squeaky voice—

"I'm not meek!"

"Comrade Witherspoon tells us," resumed Gregory, "that he is not
meek. Ah, how little he knows himself! His words are, indeed,
extravagant; his appearance is ferocious, and even (to an ordinary
taste) unattractive. But only the eye of a friendship as deep and
delicate as mine can perceive the deep foundation of solid meekness
which lies at the base of him, too deep even for himself to see. I
repeat, we are the true early Christians, only that we come too
late. We are simple, as they revere simple—look at Comrade
Witherspoon. We are modest, as they were modest—look at me. We are
merciful—"

"No, no!" called out Mr. Witherspoon with the velvet jacket.

"I say we are merciful," repeated Gregory furiously, "as the
early Christians were merciful. Yet this did not prevent their
being accused of eating human flesh. We do not eat human
flesh—"

"Shame!" cried Witherspoon. "Why not?"

"Comrade Witherspoon," said Gregory, with a feverish gaiety, "is
anxious to know why nobody eats him (laughter). In our society, at
any rate, which loves him sincerely, which is founded upon
love—"

"No, no!" said Witherspoon, "down with love."

"Which is founded upon love," repeated Gregory, grinding his
teeth, "there will be no difficulty about the aims which we shall
pursue as a body, or which I should pursue were I chosen as the
representative of that body. Superbly careless of the slanders that
represent us as assassins and enemies of human society, we shall
pursue with moral courage and quiet intellectual pressure, the
permanent ideals of brotherhood and simplicity."

Gregory resumed his seat and passed his hand across his
forehead. The silence was sudden and awkward, but the chairman rose
like an automaton, and said in a colourless voice—

"Does anyone oppose the election of Comrade Gregory?"

The assembly seemed vague and sub-consciously disappointed, and
Comrade Witherspoon moved restlessly on his seat and muttered in
his thick beard. By the sheer rush of routine, however, the motion
would have been put and carried. But as the chairman was opening
his mouth to put it, Syme sprang to his feet and said in a small
and quiet voice—

"Yes, Mr. Chairman, I oppose."

The most effective fact in oratory is an unexpected change in
the voice. Mr. Gabriel Syme evidently understood oratory. Having
said these first formal words in a moderated tone and with a brief
simplicity, he made his next word ring and volley in the vault as
if one of the guns had gone off.

"Comrades!" he cried, in a voice that made every man jump out of
his boots, "have we come here for this? Do we live underground like
rats in order to listen to talk like this? This is talk we might
listen to while eating buns at a Sunday School treat. Do we line
these walls with weapons and bar that door with death lest anyone
should come and hear Comrade Gregory saying to us, 'Be good, and
you will be happy,' 'Honesty is the best policy,' and 'Virtue is
its own reward'? There was not a word in Comrade Gregory's address
to which a curate could not have listened with pleasure (hear,
hear). But I am not a curate (loud cheers), and I did not listen to
it with pleasure (renewed cheers). The man who is fitted to make a
good curate is not fitted to make a resolute, forcible, and
efficient Thursday (hear, hear)."

"Comrade Gregory has told us, in only too apologetic a tone,
that we are not the enemies of society. But I say that we are the
enemies of society, and so much the worse for society. We are the
enemies of society, for society is the enemy of humanity, its
oldest and its most pitiless enemy (hear, hear). Comrade Gregory
has told us (apologetically again) that we are not murderers. There
I agree. We are not murderers, we are executioners (cheers)."

Ever since Syme had risen Gregory had sat staring at him, his
face idiotic with astonishment. Now in the pause his lips of clay
parted, and he said, with an automatic and lifeless
distinctness—

"You damnable hypocrite!"

Syme looked straight into those frightful eyes with his own pale
blue ones, and said with dignity—

"Comrade Gregory accuses me of hypocrisy. He knows as well as I
do that I am keeping all my engagements and doing nothing but my
duty. I do not mince words. I do not pretend to. I say that Comrade
Gregory is unfit to be Thursday for all his amiable qualities. He
is unfit to be Thursday because of his amiable qualities. We do not
want the Supreme Council of Anarchy infected with a maudlin mercy
(hear, hear). This is no time for ceremonial politeness, neither is
it a time for ceremonial modesty. I set myself against Comrade
Gregory as I would set myself against all the Governments of
Europe, because the anarchist who has given himself to anarchy has
forgotten modesty as much as he has forgotten pride (cheers). I am
not a man at all. I am a cause (renewed cheers). I set myself
against Comrade Gregory as impersonally and as calmly as I should
choose one pistol rather than another out of that rack upon the
wall; and I say that rather than have Gregory and his
milk-and-water methods on the Supreme Council, I would offer myself
for election—"

His sentence was drowned in a deafening cataract of applause.
The faces, that had grown fiercer and fiercer with approval as his
tirade grew more and more uncompromising, were now distorted with
grins of anticipation or cloven with delighted cries. At the moment
when he announced himself as ready to stand for the post of
Thursday, a roar of excitement and assent broke forth, and became
uncontrollable, and at the same moment Gregory sprang to his feet,
with foam upon his mouth, and shouted against the shouting.

"Stop, you blasted madmen!" he cried, at the top of a voice that
tore his throat. "Stop, you—"

But louder than Gregory's shouting and louder than the roar of
the room came the voice of Syme, still speaking in a peal of
pitiless thunder—

"I do not go to the Council to rebut that slander that calls us
murderers; I go to earn it (loud and prolonged cheering). To the
priest who says these men are the enemies of religion, to the judge
who says these men are the enemies of law, to the fat
parliamentarian who says these men are the enemies of order and
public decency, to all these I will reply, 'You are false kings,
but you are true prophets. I am come to destroy you, and to fulfil
your prophecies.'"

The heavy clamour gradually died away, but before it had ceased
Witherspoon had jumped to his feet, his hair and beard all on end,
and had said—

"I move, as an amendment, that Comrade Syme be appointed to the
post."

"Stop all this, I tell you!" cried Gregory, with frantic face
and hands. "Stop it, it is all—"

The voice of the chairman clove his speech with a cold
accent.

"Does anyone second this amendment?" he said. A tall, tired man,
with melancholy eyes and an American chin beard, was observed on
the back bench to be slowly rising to his feet. Gregory had been
screaming for some time past; now there was a change in his accent,
more shocking than any scream. "I end all this!" he said, in a
voice as heavy as stone.

"This man cannot be elected. He is a—"

"Yes," said Syme, quite motionless, "what is he?" Gregory's
mouth worked twice without sound; then slowly the blood began to
crawl back into his dead face. "He is a man quite inexperienced in
our work," he said, and sat down abruptly.

Before he had done so, the long, lean man with the American
beard was again upon his feet, and was repeating in a high American
monotone—

"I beg to second the election of Comrade Syme."

"The amendment will, as usual, be put first," said Mr. Buttons,
the chairman, with mechanical rapidity.

"The question is that Comrade Syme—"

Gregory had again sprung to his feet, panting and
passionate.

"Comrades," he cried out, "I am not a madman."

"Oh, oh!" said Mr. Witherspoon.

"I am not a madman," reiterated Gregory, with a frightful
sincerity which for a moment staggered the room, "but I give you a
counsel which you can call mad if you like. No, I will not call it
a counsel, for I can give you no reason for it. I will call it a
command. Call it a mad command, but act upon it. Strike, but hear
me! Kill me, but obey me! Do not elect this man." Truth is so
terrible, even in fetters, that for a moment Syme's slender and
insane victory swayed like a reed. But you could not have guessed
it from Syme's bleak blue eyes. He merely began—

"Comrade Gregory commands—"

Then the spell was snapped, and one anarchist called out to
Gregory—

"Who are you? You are not Sunday;" and another anarchist added
in a heavier voice, "And you are not Thursday."

"Comrades," cried Gregory, in a voice like that of a martyr who
in an ecstacy of pain has passed beyond pain, "it is nothing to me
whether you detest me as a tyrant or detest me as a slave. If you
will not take my command, accept my degradation. I kneel to you. I
throw myself at your feet. I implore you. Do not elect this
man."

"Comrade Gregory," said the chairman after a painful pause,
"this is really not quite dignified."

For the first time in the proceedings there was for a few
seconds a real silence. Then Gregory fell back in his seat, a pale
wreck of a man, and the chairman repeated, like a piece of
clock-work suddenly started again—

"The question is that Comrade Syme be elected to the post of
Thursday on the General Council."

The roar rose like the sea, the hands rose like a forest, and
three minutes afterwards Mr. Gabriel Syme, of the Secret Police
Service, was elected to the post of Thursday on the General Council
of the Anarchists of Europe.

Everyone in the room seemed to feel the tug waiting on the
river, the sword-stick and the revolver, waiting on the table. The
instant the election was ended and irrevocable, and Syme had
received the paper proving his election, they all sprang to their
feet, and the fiery groups moved and mixed in the room. Syme found
himself, somehow or other, face to face with Gregory, who still
regarded him with a stare of stunned hatred. They were silent for
many minutes.

"You are a devil!" said Gregory at last.

"And you are a gentleman," said Syme with gravity.

"It was you that entrapped me," began Gregory, shaking from head
to foot, "entrapped me into—"

"Talk sense," said Syme shortly. "Into what sort of devils'
parliament have you entrapped me, if it comes to that? You made me
swear before I made you. Perhaps we are both doing what we think
right. But what we think right is so damned different that there
can be nothing between us in the way of concession. There is
nothing possible between us but honour and death," and he pulled
the great cloak about his shoulders and picked up the flask from
the table.

"The boat is quite ready," said Mr. Buttons, bustling up. "Be
good enough to step this way."

With a gesture that revealed the shop-walker, he led Syme down a
short, iron-bound passage, the still agonised Gregory following
feverishly at their heels. At the end of the passage was a door,
which Buttons opened sharply, showing a sudden blue and silver
picture of the moonlit river, that looked like a scene in a
theatre. Close to the opening lay a dark, dwarfish steam-launch,
like a baby dragon with one red eye.

Almost in the act of stepping on board, Gabriel Syme turned to
the gaping Gregory.

"You have kept your word," he said gently, with his face in
shadow. "You are a man of honour, and I thank you. You have kept it
even down to a small particular. There was one special thing you
promised me at the beginning of the affair, and which you have
certainly given me by the end of it."

"What do you mean?" cried the chaotic Gregory. "What did I
promise you?"

"A very entertaining evening," said Syme, and he made a military
salute with the sword-stick as the steamboat slid away.











Chapter 4
THE TALE OF A DETECTIVE


GABRIEL SYME was not merely a detective who pretended to be a
poet; he was really a poet who had become a detective. Nor was his
hatred of anarchy hypocritical. He was one of those who are driven
early in life into too conservative an attitude by the bewildering
folly of most revolutionists. He had not attained it by any tame
tradition. His respectability was spontaneous and sudden, a
rebellion against rebellion. He came of a family of cranks, in
which all the oldest people had all the newest notions. One of his
uncles always walked about without a hat, and another had made an
unsuccessful attempt to walk about with a hat and nothing else. His
father cultivated art and self-realisation; his mother went in for
simplicity and hygiene. Hence the child, during his tenderer years,
was wholly unacquainted with any drink between the extremes of
absinth and cocoa, of both of which he had a healthy dislike. The
more his mother preached a more than Puritan abstinence the more
did his father expand into a more than pagan latitude; and by the
time the former had come to enforcing vegetarianism, the latter had
pretty well reached the point of defending cannibalism.

Being surrounded with every conceivable kind of revolt from
infancy, Gabriel had to revolt into something, so he revolted into
the only thing left—sanity. But there was just enough in him of the
blood of these fanatics to make even his protest for common sense a
little too fierce to be sensible. His hatred of modern lawlessness
had been crowned also by an accident. It happened that he was
walking in a side street at the instant of a dynamite outrage. He
had been blind and deaf for a moment, and then seen, the smoke
clearing, the broken windows and the bleeding faces. After that he
went about as usual—quiet, courteous, rather gentle; but there was
a spot on his mind that was not sane. He did not regard anarchists,
as most of us do, as a handful of morbid men, combining ignorance
with intellectualism. He regarded them as a huge and pitiless
peril, like a Chinese invasion.

He poured perpetually into newspapers and their waste-paper
baskets a torrent of tales, verses and violent articles, warning
men of this deluge of barbaric denial. But he seemed to be getting
no nearer his enemy, and, what was worse, no nearer a living. As he
paced the Thames embankment, bitterly biting a cheap cigar and
brooding on the advance of Anarchy, there was no anarchist with a
bomb in his pocket so savage or so solitary as he. Indeed, he
always felt that Government stood alone and desperate, with its
back to the wall. He was too quixotic to have cared for it
otherwise.

He walked on the Embankment once under a dark red sunset. The
red river reflected the red sky, and they both reflected his anger.
The sky, indeed, was so swarthy, and the light on the river
relatively so lurid, that the water almost seemed of fiercer flame
than the sunset it mirrored. It looked like a stream of literal
fire winding under the vast caverns of a subterranean country.

Syme was shabby in those days. He wore an old-fashioned black
chimney-pot hat; he was wrapped in a yet more old-fashioned cloak,
black and ragged; and the combination gave him the look of the
early villains in Dickens and Bulwer Lytton. Also his yellow beard
and hair were more unkempt and leonine than when they appeared long
afterwards, cut and pointed, on the lawns of Saffron Park. A long,
lean, black cigar, bought in Soho for twopence, stood out from
between his tightened teeth, and altogether he looked a very
satisfactory specimen of the anarchists upon whom he had vowed a
holy war. Perhaps this was why a policeman on the Embankment spoke
to him, and said "Good evening."

Syme, at a crisis of his morbid fears for humanity, seemed stung
by the mere stolidity of the automatic official, a mere bulk of
blue in the twilight.

"A good evening is it?" he said sharply. "You fellows would call
the end of the world a good evening. Look at that bloody red sun
and that bloody river! I tell you that if that were literally human
blood, spilt and shining, you would still be standing here as solid
as ever, looking out for some poor harmless tramp whom you could
move on. You policemen are cruel to the poor, but I could forgive
you even your cruelty if it were not for your calm."

"If we are calm," replied the policeman, "it is the calm of
organised resistance."

"Eh?" said Syme, staring.

"The soldier must be calm in the thick of the battle," pursued
the policeman. "The composure of an army is the anger of a
nation."

"Good God, the Board Schools!" said Syme. "Is this
undenominational education?"

"No," said the policeman sadly, "I never had any of those
advantages. The Board Schools came after my time. What education I
had was very rough and old-fashioned, I am afraid."

"Where did you have it?" asked Syme, wondering.

"Oh, at Harrow," said the policeman

The class sympathies which, false as they are, are the truest
things in so many men, broke out of Syme before he could control
them.

"But, good Lord, man," he said, "you oughtn't to be a
policeman!"

The policeman sighed and shook his head.

"I know," he said solemnly, "I know I am not worthy."

"But why did you join the police?" asked Syme with rude
curiosity.

"For much the same reason that you abused the police," replied
the other. "I found that there was a special opening in the service
for those whose fears for humanity were concerned rather with the
aberrations of the scientific intellect than with the normal and
excusable, though excessive, outbreaks of the human will. I trust I
make myself clear."

"If you mean that you make your opinion clear," said Syme, "I
suppose you do. But as for making yourself clear, it is the last
thing you do. How comes a man like you to be talking philosophy in
a blue helmet on the Thames embankment?"

"You have evidently not heard of the latest development in our
police system," replied the other. "I am not surprised at it. We
are keeping it rather dark from the educated class, because that
class contains most of our enemies. But you seem to be exactly in
the right frame of mind. I think you might almost join us."

"Join you in what?" asked Syme.

"I will tell you," said the policeman slowly. "This is the
situation: The head of one of our departments, one of the most
celebrated detectives in Europe, has long been of opinion that a
purely intellectual conspiracy would soon threaten the very
existence of civilisation. He is certain that the scientific and
artistic worlds are silently bound in a crusade against the Family
and the State. He has, therefore, formed a special corps of
policemen, policemen who are also philosophers. It is their
business to watch the beginnings of this conspiracy, not merely in
a criminal but in a controversial sense. I am a democrat myself,
and I am fully aware of the value of the ordinary man in matters of
ordinary valour or virtue. But it would obviously be undesirable to
employ the common policeman in an investigation which is also a
heresy hunt."

Syme's eyes were bright with a sympathetic curiosity.

"What do you do, then?" he said.

"The work of the philosophical policeman," replied the man in
blue, "is at once bolder and more subtle than that of the ordinary
detective. The ordinary detective goes to pot-houses to arrest
thieves; we go to artistic tea-parties to detect pessimists. The
ordinary detective discovers from a ledger or a diary that a crime
has been committed. We discover from a book of sonnets that a crime
will be committed. We have to trace the origin of those dreadful
thoughts that drive men on at last to intellectual fanaticism and
intellectual crime. We were only just in time to prevent the
assassination at Hartle pool, and that was entirely due to the fact
that our Mr. Wilks (a smart young fellow) thoroughly understood a
triolet."

"Do you mean," asked Syme, "that there is really as much
connection between crime and the modern intellect as all that?"

"You are not sufficiently democratic," answered the policeman,
"but you were right when you said just now that our ordinary
treatment of the poor criminal was a pretty brutal business. I tell
you I am sometimes sick of my trade when I see how perpetually it
means merely a war upon the ignorant and the desperate. But this
new movement of ours is a very different affair. We deny the
snobbish English assumption that the uneducated are the dangerous
criminals. We remember the Roman Emperors. We remember the great
poisoning princes of the Renaissance. We say that the dangerous
criminal is the educated criminal. We say that the most dangerous
criminal now is the entirely lawless modern philosopher. Compared
to him, burglars and bigamists are essentially moral men; my heart
goes out to them. They accept the essential ideal of man; they
merely seek it wrongly. Thieves respect property. They merely wish
the property to become their property that they may more perfectly
respect it. But philosophers dislike property as property; they
wish to destroy the very idea of personal possession. Bigamists
respect marriage, or they would not go through the highly
ceremonial and even ritualistic formality of bigamy. But
philosophers despise marriage as marriage. Murderers respect human
life; they merely wish to attain a greater fulness of human life in
themselves by the sacrifice of what seems to them to be lesser
lives. But philosophers hate life itself, their own as much as
other people's."

Syme struck his hands together.

"How true that is," he cried. "I have felt it from my boyhood,
but never could state the verbal antithesis. The common criminal is
a bad man, but at least he is, as it were, a conditional good man.
He says that if only a certain obstacle be removed—say a wealthy
uncle—he is then prepared to accept the universe and to praise God.
He is a reformer, but not an anarchist. He wishes to cleanse the
edifice, but not to destroy it. But the evil philosopher is not
trying to alter things, but to annihilate them. Yes, the modern
world has retained all those parts of police work which are really
oppressive and ignominious, the harrying of the poor, the spying
upon the unfortunate. It has given up its more dignified work, the
punishment of powerful traitors in the State and powerful
heresiarchs in the Church. The moderns say we must not punish
heretics. My only doubt is whether we have a right to punish
anybody else."

"But this is absurd!" cried the policeman, clasping his hands
with an excitement uncommon in persons of his figure and costume,
"but it is intolerable! I don't know what you're doing, but you're
wasting your life. You must, you shall, join our special army
against anarchy. Their armies are on our frontiers. Their bolt is
ready to fall. A moment more, and you may lose the glory of working
with us, perhaps the glory of dying with the last heroes of the
world."

"It is a chance not to be missed, certainly," assented Syme,
"but still I do not quite understand. I know as well as anybody
that the modern world is full of lawless little men and mad little
movements. But, beastly as they are, they generally have the one
merit of disagreeing with each other. How can you talk of their
leading one army or hurling one bolt. What is this anarchy?"

"Do not confuse it," replied the constable, "with those chance
dynamite outbreaks from Russia or from Ireland, which are really
the outbreaks of oppressed, if mistaken, men. This is a vast
philosophic movement, consisting of an outer and an inner ring. You
might even call the outer ring the laity and the inner ring the
priesthood. I prefer to call the outer ring the innocent section,
the inner ring the supremely guilty section. The outer ring—the
main mass of their supporters—are merely anarchists; that is, men
who believe that rules and formulas have destroyed human happiness.
They believe that all the evil results of human crime are the
results of the system that has called it crime. They do not believe
that the crime creates the punishment. They believe that the
punishment has created the crime. They believe that if a man
seduced seven women he would naturally walk away as blameless as
the flowers of spring. They believe that if a man picked a pocket
he would naturally feel exquisitely good. These I call the innocent
section."

"Oh!" said Syme.

"Naturally, therefore, these people talk about 'a happy time
coming'; 'the paradise of the future'; 'mankind freed from the
bondage of vice and the bondage of virtue,' and so on. And so also
the men of the inner circle speak—the sacred priesthood. They also
speak to applauding crowds of the happiness of the future, and of
mankind freed at last. But in their mouths"—and the policeman
lowered his voice—"in their mouths these happy phrases have a
horrible meaning. They are under no illusions; they are too
intellectual to think that man upon this earth can ever be quite
free of original sin and the struggle. And they mean death. When
they say that mankind shall be free at last, they mean that mankind
shall commit suicide. When they talk of a paradise without right or
wrong, they mean the grave.

"They have but two objects, to destroy first humanity and then
themselves. That is why they throw bombs instead of firing pistols.
The innocent rank and file are disappointed because the bomb has
not killed the king; but the high-priesthood are happy because it
has killed somebody."

"How can I join you?" asked Syme, with a sort of passion.

"I know for a fact that there is a vacancy at the moment," said
the policeman, "as I have the honour to be somewhat in the
confidence of the chief of whom I have spoken. You should really
come and see him. Or rather, I should not say see him, nobody ever
sees him; but you can talk to him if you like."

"Telephone?" inquired Syme, with interest.

"No," said the policeman placidly, "he has a fancy for always
sitting in a pitch-dark room. He says it makes his thoughts
brighter. Do come along."

Somewhat dazed and considerably excited, Syme allowed himself to
be led to a side-door in the long row of buildings of Scotland
Yard. Almost before he knew what he was doing, he had been passed
through the hands of about four intermediate officials, and was
suddenly shown into a room, the abrupt blackness of which startled
him like a blaze of light. It was not the ordinary darkness, in
which forms can be faintly traced; it was like going suddenly
stone-blind.

"Are you the new recruit?" asked a heavy voice.

And in some strange way, though there was not the shadow of a
shape in the gloom, Syme knew two things: first, that it came from
a man of massive stature; and second, that the man had his back to
him.

"Are you the new recruit?" said the invisible chief, who seemed
to have heard all about it. "All right. You are engaged."

Syme, quite swept off his feet, made a feeble fight against this
irrevocable phrase.

"I really have no experience," he began.

"No one has any experience," said the other, "of the Battle of
Armageddon."

"But I am really unfit—"

"You are willing, that is enough," said the unknown.

"Well, really," said Syme, "I don't know any profession of which
mere willingness is the final test."

"I do," said the other—"martyrs. I am condemning you to death.
Good day."

Thus it was that when Gabriel Syme came out again into the
crimson light of evening, in his shabby black hat and shabby,
lawless cloak, he came out a member of the New Detective Corps for
the frustration of the great conspiracy. Acting under the advice of
his friend the policeman (who was professionally inclined to
neatness), he trimmed his hair and beard, bought a good hat, clad
himself in an exquisite summer suit of light blue-grey, with a pale
yellow flower in the button-hole, and, in short, became that
elegant and rather insupportable person whom Gregory had first
encountered in the little garden of Saffron Park. Before he finally
left the police premises his friend provided him with a small blue
card, on which was written, "The Last Crusade," and a number, the
sign of his official authority. He put this carefully in his upper
waistcoat pocket, lit a cigarette, and went forth to track and
fight the enemy in all the drawing-rooms of London. Where his
adventure ultimately led him we have already seen. At about
half-past one on a February night he found himself steaming in a
small tug up the silent Thames, armed with swordstick and revolver,
the duly elected Thursday of the Central Council of Anarchists.

When Syme stepped out on to the steam-tug he had a singular
sensation of stepping out into something entirely new; not merely
into the landscape of a new land, but even into the landscape of a
new planet. This was mainly due to the insane yet solid decision of
that evening, though partly also to an entire change in the weather
and the sky since he entered the little tavern some two hours
before. Every trace of the passionate plumage of the cloudy sunset
had been swept away, and a naked moon stood in a naked sky. The
moon was so strong and full that (by a paradox often to be noticed)
it seemed like a weaker sun. It gave, not the sense of bright
moonshine, but rather of a dead daylight.

Over the whole landscape lay a luminous and unnatural
discoloration, as of that disastrous twilight which Milton spoke of
as shed by the sun in eclipse; so that Syme fell easily into his
first thought, that he was actually on some other and emptier
planet, which circled round some sadder star. But the more he felt
this glittering desolation in the moonlit land, the more his own
chivalric folly glowed in the night like a great fire. Even the
common things he carried with him—the food and the brandy and the
loaded pistol—took on exactly that concrete and material poetry
which a child feels when he takes a gun upon a journey or a bun
with him to bed. The sword-stick and the brandy-flask, though in
themselves only the tools of morbid conspirators, became the
expressions of his own more healthy romance. The sword-stick became
almost the sword of chivalry, and the brandy the wine of the
stirrup-cup. For even the most dehumanised modern fantasies depend
on some older and simpler figure; the adventures may be mad, but
the adventurer must be sane. The dragon without St. George would
not even be grotesque. So this inhuman landscape was only
imaginative by the presence of a man really human. To Syme's
exaggerative mind the bright, bleak houses and terraces by the
Thames looked as empty as the mountains of the moon. But even the
moon is only poetical because there is a man in the moon.

The tug was worked by two men, and with much toil went
comparatively slowly. The clear moon that had lit up Chiswick had
gone down by the time that they passed Battersea, and when they
came under the enormous bulk of Westminster day had already begun
to break. It broke like the splitting of great bars of lead,
showing bars of silver; and these had brightened like white fire
when the tug, changing its onward course, turned inward to a large
landing stage rather beyond Charing Cross.

The great stones of the Embankment seemed equally dark and
gigantic as Syme looked up at them. They were big and black against
the huge white dawn. They made him feel that he was landing on the
colossal steps of some Egyptian palace; and, indeed, the thing
suited his mood, for he was, in his own mind, mounting to attack
the solid thrones of horrible and heathen kings. He leapt out of
the boat on to one slimy step, and stood, a dark and slender
figure, amid the enormous masonry. The two men in the tug put her
off again and turned up stream. They had never spoken a word.











Chapter 5
THE FEAST OF FEAR


AT first the large stone stair seemed to Syme as deserted as a
pyramid; but before he reached the top he had realised that there
was a man leaning over the parapet of the Embankment and looking
out across the river. As a figure he was quite conventional, clad
in a silk hat and frock-coat of the more formal type of fashion; he
had a red flower in his buttonhole. As Syme drew nearer to him step
by step, he did not even move a hair; and Syme could come close
enough to notice even in the dim, pale morning light that his face
was long, pale and intellectual, and ended in a small triangular
tuft of dark beard at the very point of the chin, all else being
clean-shaven. This scrap of hair almost seemed a mere oversight;
the rest of the face was of the type that is best shaven—clear-cut,
ascetic, and in its way noble. Syme drew closer and closer, noting
all this, and still the figure did not stir.

At first an instinct had told Syme that this was the man whom he
was meant to meet. Then, seeing that the man made no sign, he had
concluded that he was not. And now again he had come back to a
certainty that the man had something to do with his mad adventure.
For the man remained more still than would have been natural if a
stranger had come so close. He was as motionless as a wax-work, and
got on the nerves somewhat in the same way. Syme looked again and
again at the pale, dignified and delicate face, and the face still
looked blankly across the river. Then he took out of his pocket the
note from Buttons proving his election, and put it before that sad
and beautiful face. Then the man smiled, and his smile was a shock,
for it was all on one side, going up in the right cheek and down in
the left.

There was nothing, rationally speaking, to scare anyone about
this. Many people have this nervous trick of a crooked smile, and
in many it is even attractive. But in all Syme's circumstances,
with the dark dawn and the deadly errand and the loneliness on the
great dripping stones, there was something unnerving in it.

There was the silent river and the silent man, a man of even
classic face. And there was the last nightmare touch that his smile
suddenly went wrong.

The spasm of smile was instantaneous, and the man's face dropped
at once into its harmonious melancholy. He spoke without further
explanation or inquiry, like a man speaking to an old
colleague.

"If we walk up towards Leicester Square," he said, "we shall
just be in time for breakfast. Sunday always insists on an early
breakfast. Have you had any sleep?"

"No," said Syme.

"Nor have I," answered the man in an ordinary tone. "I shall try
to get to bed after breakfast."

He spoke with casual civility, but in an utterly dead voice that
contradicted the fanaticism of his face. It seemed almost as if all
friendly words were to him lifeless conveniences, and that his only
life was hate. After a pause the man spoke again.

"Of course, the Secretary of the branch told you everything that
can be told. But the one thing that can never be told is the last
notion of the President, for his notions grow like a tropical
forest. So in case you don't know, I'd better tell you that he is
carrying out his notion of concealing ourselves by not concealing
ourselves to the most extraordinary lengths just now. Originally,
of course, we met in a cell underground, just as your branch does.
Then Sunday made us take a private room at an ordinary restaurant.
He said that if you didn't seem to be hiding nobody hunted you out.
Well, he is the only man on earth, I know; but sometimes I really
think that his huge brain is going a little mad in its old age. For
now we flaunt ourselves before the public. We have our breakfast on
a balcony—on a balcony, if you please—overlooking Leicester
Square."

"And what do the people say?" asked Syme.

"It's quite simple what they say," answered his guide.

"They say we are a lot of jolly gentlemen who pretend they are
anarchists."

"It seems to me a very clever idea," said Syme.

"Clever! God blast your impudence! Clever!" cried out the other
in a sudden, shrill voice which was as startling and discordant as
his crooked smile. "When you've seen Sunday for a split second
you'll leave off calling him clever."

With this they emerged out of a narrow street, and saw the early
sunlight filling Leicester Square. It will never be known, I
suppose, why this square itself should look so alien and in some
ways so continental. It will never be known whether it was the
foreign look that attracted the foreigners or the foreigners who
gave it the foreign look. But on this particular morning the effect
seemed singularly bright and clear. Between the open square and the
sunlit leaves and the statue and the Saracenic outlines of the
Alhambra, it looked the replica of some French or even Spanish
public place. And this effect increased in Syme the sensation,
which in many shapes he had had through the whole adventure, the
eerie sensation of having strayed into a new world. As a fact, he
had bought bad cigars round Leicester Square ever since he was a
boy. But as he turned that corner, and saw the trees and the
Moorish cupolas, he could have sworn that he was turning into an
unknown Place de something or other in some foreign town.

At one corner of the square there projected a kind of angle of a
prosperous but quiet hotel, the bulk of which belonged to a street
behind. In the wall there was one large French window, probably the
window of a large coffee-room; and outside this window, almost
literally overhanging the square, was a formidably buttressed
balcony, big enough to contain a dining-table. In fact, it did
contain a dining-table, or more strictly a breakfast-table; and
round the breakfast-table, glowing in the sunlight and evident to
the street, were a group of noisy and talkative men, all dressed in
the insolence of fashion, with white waistcoats and expensive
button-holes. Some of their jokes could almost be heard across the
square. Then the grave Secretary gave his unnatural smile, and Syme
knew that this boisterous breakfast party was the secret conclave
of the European Dynamiters.

Then, as Syme continued to stare at them, he saw something that
he had not seen before. He had not seen it literally because it was
too large to see. At the nearest end of the balcony, blocking up a
great part of the perspective, was the back of a great mountain of
a man. When Syme had seen him, his first thought was that the
weight of him must break down the balcony of stone. His vastness
did not lie only in the fact that he was abnormally tall and quite
incredibly fat. This man was planned enormously in his original
proportions, like a statue carved deliberately as colossal. His
head, crowned with white hair, as seen from behind looked bigger
than a head ought to be. The ears that stood out from it looked
larger than human ears. He was enlarged terribly to scale; and this
sense of size was so staggering, that when Syme saw him all the
other figures seemed quite suddenly to dwindle and become dwarfish.
They were still sitting there as before with their flowers and
frock-coats, but now it looked as if the big man was entertaining
five children to tea.

As Syme and the guide approached the side door of the hotel, a
waiter came out smiling with every tooth in his head.

"The gentlemen are up there, sare," he said. "They do talk and
they do laugh at what they talk. They do say they will throw bombs
at ze king."

And the waiter hurried away with a napkin over his arm, much
pleased with the singular frivolity of the gentlemen upstairs.

The two men mounted the stairs in silence.

Syme had never thought of asking whether the monstrous man who
almost filled and broke the balcony was the great President of whom
the others stood in awe. He knew it was so, with an unaccountable
but instantaneous certainty. Syme, indeed, was one of those men who
are open to all the more nameless psychological influences in a
degree a little dangerous to mental health. Utterly devoid of fear
in physical dangers, he was a great deal too sensitive to the smell
of spiritual evil. Twice already that night little unmeaning things
had peeped out at him almost pruriently, and given him a sense of
drawing nearer and nearer to the head-quarters of hell. And this
sense became overpowering as he drew nearer to the great
President.

The form it took was a childish and yet hateful fancy. As he
walked across the inner room towards the balcony, the large face of
Sunday grew larger and larger; and Syme was gripped with a fear
that when he was quite close the face would be too big to be
possible, and that he would scream aloud. He remembered that as a
child he would not look at the mask of Memnon in the British
Museum, because it was a face, and so large.

By an effort, braver than that of leaping over a cliff, he went
to an empty seat at the breakfast-table and sat down. The men
greeted him with good-humoured raillery as if they had always known
him. He sobered himself a little by looking at their conventional
coats and solid, shining coffee-pot; then he looked again at
Sunday. His face was very large, but it was still possible to
humanity.

In the presence of the President the whole company looked
sufficiently commonplace; nothing about them caught the eye at
first, except that by the President's caprice they had been dressed
up with a festive respectability, which gave the meal the look of a
wedding breakfast. One man indeed stood out at even a superficial
glance. He at least was the common or garden Dynamiter. He wore,
indeed, the high white collar and satin tie that were the uniform
of the occasion; but out of this collar there sprang a head quite
unmanageable and quite unmistakable, a bewildering bush of brown
hair and beard that almost obscured the eyes like those of a Skye
terrier. But the eyes did look out of the tangle, and they were the
sad eyes of some Russian serf. The effect of this figure was not
terrible like that of the President, but it had every diablerie
that can come from the utterly grotesque. If out of that stiff tie
and collar there had come abruptly the head of a cat or a dog, it
could not have been a more idiotic contrast.

The man's name, it seemed, was Gogol; he was a Pole, and in this
circle of days he was called Tuesday. His soul and speech were
incurably tragic; he could not force himself to play the prosperous
and frivolous part demanded of him by President Sunday. And,
indeed, when Syme came in the President, with that daring disregard
of public suspicion which was his policy, was actually chaffing
Gogol upon his inability to assume conventional graces.

"Our friend Tuesday," said the President in a deep voice at once
of quietude and volume, "our friend Tuesday doesn't seem to grasp
the idea. He dresses up like a gentleman, but he seems to be too
great a soul to behave like one. He insists on the ways of the
stage conspirator. Now if a gentleman goes about London in a top
hat and a frock-coat, no one need know that he is an anarchist. But
if a gentleman puts on a top hat and a frock-coat, and then goes
about on his hands and knees—well, he may attract attention. That's
what Brother Gogol does. He goes about on his hands and knees with
such inexhaustible diplomacy, that by this time he finds it quite
difficult to walk upright."

"I am not good at goncealment," said Gogol sulkily, with a thick
foreign accent; "I am not ashamed of the cause."

"Yes you are, my boy, and so is the cause of you," said the
President good-naturedly. "You hide as much as anybody; but you
can't do it, you see, you're such an ass! You try to combine two
inconsistent methods. When a householder finds a man under his bed,
he will probably pause to note the circumstance. But if he finds a
man under his bed in a top hat, you will agree with me, my dear
Tuesday, that he is not likely even to forget it. Now when you were
found under Admiral Biffin's bed—"

"I am not good at deception," said Tuesday gloomily,
flushing.

"Right, my boy, right," said the President with a ponderous
heartiness, "you aren't good at anything."

While this stream of conversation continued, Syme was looking
more steadily at the men around him. As he did so, he gradually
felt all his sense of something spiritually queer return.

He had thought at first that they were all of common stature and
costume, with the evident exception of the hairy Gogol. But as he
looked at the others, he began to see in each of them exactly what
he had seen in the man by the river, a demoniac detail somewhere.
That lop-sided laugh, which would suddenly disfigure the fine face
of his original guide, was typical of all these types. Each man had
something about him, perceived perhaps at the tenth or twentieth
glance, which was not normal, and which seemed hardly human. The
only metaphor he could think of was this, that they all looked as
men of fashion and presence would look, with the additional twist
given in a false and curved mirror.

Only the individual examples will express this half-concealed
eccentricity. Syme's original cicerone bore the title of Monday; he
was the Secretary of the Council, and his twisted smile was
regarded with more terror than anything, except the President's
horrible, happy laughter. But now that Syme had more space and
light to observe him, there were other touches. His fine face was
so emaciated, that Syme thought it must be wasted with some
disease; yet somehow the very distress of his dark eyes denied
this. It was no physical ill that troubled him. His eyes were alive
with intellectual torture, as if pure thought was pain.

He was typical of each of the tribe; each man was subtly and
differently wrong. Next to him sat Tuesday, the tousle-headed
Gogol, a man more obviously mad. Next was Wednesday, a certain
Marquis de St. Eustache, a sufficiently characteristic figure. The
first few glances found nothing unusual about him, except that he
was the only man at table who wore the fashionable clothes as if
they were really his own. He had a black French beard cut square
and a black English frock-coat cut even squarer. But Syme,
sensitive to such things, felt somehow that the man carried a rich
atmosphere with him, a rich atmosphere that suffocated. It reminded
one irrationally of drowsy odours and of dying lamps in the darker
poems of Byron and Poe. With this went a sense of his being clad,
not in lighter colours, but in softer materials; his black seemed
richer and warmer than the black shades about him, as if it were
compounded of profound colour. His black coat looked as if it were
only black by being too dense a purple. His black beard looked as
if it were only black by being too deep a blue. And in the gloom
and thickness of the beard his dark red mouth showed sensual and
scornful. Whatever he was he was not a Frenchman; he might be a
Jew; he might be something deeper yet in the dark heart of the
East. In the bright coloured Persian tiles and pictures showing
tyrants hunting, you may see just those almond eyes, those
blue-black beards, those cruel, crimson lips.

Then came Syme, and next a very old man, Professor de Worms, who
still kept the chair of Friday, though every day it was expected
that his death would leave it empty. Save for his intellect, he was
in the last dissolution of senile decay. His face was as grey as
his long grey beard, his forehead was lifted and fixed finally in a
furrow of mild despair. In no other case, not even that of Gogol,
did the bridegroom brilliancy of the morning dress express a more
painful contrast. For the red flower in his button-hole showed up
against a face that was literally discoloured like lead; the whole
hideous effect was as if some drunken dandies had put their clothes
upon a corpse. When he rose or sat down, which was with long labour
and peril, something worse was expressed than mere weakness,
something indefinably connected with the horror of the whole scene.
It did not express decrepitude merely, but corruption. Another
hateful fancy crossed Syme's quivering mind. He could not help
thinking that whenever the man moved a leg or arm might fall
off.

Right at the end sat the man called Saturday, the simplest and
the most baffling of all. He was a short, square man with a dark,
square face clean-shaven, a medical practitioner going by the name
of Bull. He had that combination of savoir-faire with a sort of
well-groomed coarseness which is not uncommon in young doctors. He
carried his fine clothes with confidence rather than ease, and he
mostly wore a set smile. There was nothing whatever odd about him,
except that he wore a pair of dark, almost opaque spectacles. It
may have been merely a crescendo of nervous fancy that had gone
before, but those black discs were dreadful to Syme; they reminded
him of half-remembered ugly tales, of some story about pennies
being put on the eyes of the dead. Syme's eye always caught the
black glasses and the blind grin. Had the dying Professor worn
them, or even the pale Secretary, they would have been appropriate.
But on the younger and grosser man they seemed only an enigma. They
took away the key of the face. You could not tell what his smile or
his gravity meant. Partly from this, and partly because he had a
vulgar virility wanting in most of the others it seemed to Syme
that he might be the wickedest of all those wicked men. Syme even
had the thought that his eyes might be covered up because they were
too frightful to see.











Chapter 6
THE EXPOSURE


SUCH were the six men who had sworn to destroy the world. Again
and again Syme strove to pull together his common sense in their
presence. Sometimes he saw for an instant that these notions were
subjective, that he was only looking at ordinary men, one of whom
was old, another nervous, another short-sighted. The sense of an
unnatural symbolism always settled back on him again. Each figure
seemed to be, somehow, on the borderland of things, just as their
theory was on the borderland of thought. He knew that each one of
these men stood at the extreme end, so to speak, of some wild road
of reasoning. He could only fancy, as in some old-world fable, that
if a man went westward to the end of the world he would find
something—say a tree—that was more or less than a tree, a tree
possessed by a spirit; and that if he went east to the end of the
world he would find something else that was not wholly itself—a
tower, perhaps, of which the very shape was wicked. So these
figures seemed to stand up, violent and unaccountable, against an
ultimate horizon, visions from the verge. The ends of the earth
were closing in.

Talk had been going on steadily as he took in the scene; and not
the least of the contrasts of that bewildering breakfast-table was
the contrast between the easy and unobtrusive tone of talk and its
terrible purport. They were deep in the discussion of an actual and
immediate plot. The waiter downstairs had spoken quite correctly
when he said that they were talking about bombs and kings. Only
three days afterwards the Czar was to meet the President of the
French Republic in Paris, and over their bacon and eggs upon their
sunny balcony these beaming gentlemen had decided how both should
die. Even the instrument was chosen; the black-bearded Marquis, it
appeared, was to carry the bomb.

Ordinarily speaking, the proximity of this positive and
objective crime would have sobered Syme, and cured him of all his
merely mystical tremors. He would have thought of nothing but the
need of saving at least two human bodies from being ripped in
pieces with iron and roaring gas. But the truth was that by this
time he had begun to feel a third kind of fear, more piercing and
practical than either his moral revulsion or his social
responsibility. Very simply, he had no fear to spare for the French
President or the Czar; he had begun to fear for himself. Most of
the talkers took little heed of him, debating now with their faces
closer together, and almost uniformly grave, save when for an
instant the smile of the Secretary ran aslant across his face as
the jagged lightning runs aslant across the sky. But there was one
persistent thing which first troubled Syme and at last terrified
him. The President was always looking at him, steadily, and with a
great and baffling interest. The enormous man was quite quiet, but
his blue eyes stood out of his head. And they were always fixed on
Syme.

Syme felt moved to spring up and leap over the balcony. When the
President's eyes were on him he felt as if he were made of glass.
He had hardly the shred of a doubt that in some silent and
extraordinary way Sunday had found out that he was a spy. He looked
over the edge of the balcony, and saw a policeman, standing
abstractedly just beneath, staring at the bright railings and the
sunlit trees.

Then there fell upon him the great temptation that was to
torment him for many days. In the presence of these powerful and
repulsive men, who were the princes of anarchy, he had almost
forgotten the frail and fanciful figure of the poet Gregory, the
mere aesthete of anarchism. He even thought of him now with an old
kindness, as if they had played together when children. But he
remembered that he was still tied to Gregory by a great promise. He
had promised never to do the very thing that he now felt himself
almost in the act of doing. He had promised not to jump over that
balcony and speak to that policeman. He took his cold hand off the
cold stone balustrade. His soul swayed in a vertigo of moral
indecision. He had only to snap the thread of a rash vow made to a
villainous society, and all his life could be as open and sunny as
the square beneath him. He had, on the other hand, only to keep his
antiquated honour, and be delivered inch by inch into the power of
this great enemy of mankind, whose very intellect was a
torture-chamber. Whenever he looked down into the square he saw the
comfortable policeman, a pillar of common sense and common order.
Whenever he looked back at the breakfast-table he saw the President
still quietly studying him with big, unbearable eyes.

In all the torrent of his thought there were two thoughts that
never crossed his mind. First, it never occurred to him to doubt
that the President and his Council could crush him if he continued
to stand alone. The place might be public, the project might seem
impossible. But Sunday was not the man who would carry himself thus
easily without having, somehow or somewhere, set open his iron
trap. Either by anonymous poison or sudden street accident, by
hypnotism or by fire from hell, Sunday could certainly strike him.
If he defied the man he was probably dead, either struck stiff
there in his chair or long afterwards as by an innocent ailment. If
he called in the police promptly, arrested everyone, told all, and
set against them the whole energy of England, he would probably
escape; certainly not otherwise. They were a balconyful of
gentlemen overlooking a bright and busy square; but he felt no more
safe with them than if they had been a boatful of armed pirates
overlooking an empty sea.

There was a second thought that never came to him. It never
occurred to him to be spiritually won over to the enemy. Many
moderns, inured to a weak worship of intellect and force, might
have wavered in their allegiance under this oppression of a great
personality. They might have called Sunday the super-man. If any
such creature be conceivable, he looked, indeed, somewhat like it,
with his earth-shaking abstraction, as of a stone statue walking.
He might have been called something above man, with his large
plans, which were too obvious to be detected, with his large face,
which was too frank to be understood. But this was a kind of modern
meanness to which Syme could not sink even in his extreme
morbidity. Like any man, he was coward enough to fear great force;
but he was not quite coward enough to admire it.

The men were eating as they talked, and even in this they were
typical. Dr. Bull and the Marquis ate casually and conventionally
of the best things on the table—cold pheasant or Strasbourg pie.
But the Secretary was a vegetarian, and he spoke earnestly of the
projected murder over half a raw tomato and three quarters of a
glass of tepid water. The old Professor had such slops as suggested
a sickening second childhood. And even in this President Sunday
preserved his curious predominance of mere mass. For he ate like
twenty men; he ate incredibly, with a frightful freshness of
appetite, so that it was like watching a sausage factory. Yet
continually, when he had swallowed a dozen crumpets or drunk a
quart of coffee, he would be found with his great head on one side
staring at Syme.

"I have often wondered," said the Marquis, taking a great bite
out of a slice of bread and jam, "whether it wouldn't be better for
me to do it with a knife. Most of the best things have been brought
off with a knife. And it would be a new emotion to get a knife into
a French President and wriggle it round."

"You are wrong," said the Secretary, drawing his black brows
together. "The knife was merely the expression of the old personal
quarrel with a personal tyrant. Dynamite is not only our best tool,
but our best symbol. It is as perfect a symbol of us as is incense
of the prayers of the Christians. It expands; it only destroys
because it broadens; even so, thought only destroys because it
broadens. A man's brain is a bomb," he cried out, loosening
suddenly his strange passion and striking his own skull with
violence. "My brain feels like a bomb, night and day. It must
expand! It must expand! A man's brain must expand, if it breaks up
the universe."

"I don't want the universe broken up just yet," drawled the
Marquis. "I want to do a lot of beastly things before I die. I
thought of one yesterday in bed."

"No, if the only end of the thing is nothing," said Dr. Bull
with his sphinx-like smile, "it hardly seems worth doing."

The old Professor was staring at the ceiling with dull eyes.

"Every man knows in his heart," he said, "that nothing is worth
doing."

There was a singular silence, and then the Secretary said—

"We are wandering, however, from the point. The only question is
how Wednesday is to strike the blow. I take it we should all agree
with the original notion of a bomb. As to the actual arrangements,
I should suggest that tomorrow morning he should go first of all
to—"

The speech was broken off short under a vast shadow. President
Sunday had risen to his feet, seeming to fill the sky above
them.

"Before we discuss that," he said in a small, quiet voice, "let
us go into a private room. I have something very particular to
say."

Syme stood up before any of the others. The instant of choice
had come at last, the pistol was at his head. On the pavement
before he could hear the policeman idly stir and stamp, for the
morning, though bright, was cold.

A barrel-organ in the street suddenly sprang with a jerk into a
jovial tune. Syme stood up taut, as if it had been a bugle before
the battle. He found himself filled with a supernatural courage
that came from nowhere. That jingling music seemed full of the
vivacity, the vulgarity, and the irrational valour of the poor, who
in all those unclean streets were all clinging to the decencies and
the charities of Christendom. His youthful prank of being a
policeman had faded from his mind; he did not think of himself as
the representative of the corps of gentlemen turned into fancy
constables, or of the old eccentric who lived in the dark room. But
he did feel himself as the ambassador of all these common and
kindly people in the street, who every day marched into battle to
the music of the barrel-organ. And this high pride in being human
had lifted him unaccountably to an infinite height above the
monstrous men around him. For an instant, at least, he looked down
upon all their sprawling eccentricities from the starry pinnacle of
the commonplace. He felt towards them all that unconscious and
elementary superiority that a brave man feels over powerful beasts
or a wise man over powerful errors. He knew that he had neither the
intellectual nor the physical strength of President Sunday; but in
that moment he minded it no more than the fact that he had not the
muscles of a tiger or a horn on his nose like a rhinoceros. All was
swallowed up in an ultimate certainty that the President was wrong
and that the barrel-organ was right. There clanged in his mind that
unanswerable and terrible truism in the song of Roland—


"Pagens ont tort et Chretiens ont droit."



which in the old nasal French has the clang and groan of great
iron. This liberation of his spirit from the load of his weakness
went with a quite clear decision to embrace death. If the people of
the barrel-organ could keep their old-world obligations, so could
he. This very pride in keeping his word was that he was keeping it
to miscreants. It was his last triumph over these lunatics to go
down into their dark room and die for something that they could not
even understand. The barrel-organ seemed to give the marching tune
with the energy and the mingled noises of a whole orchestra; and he
could hear deep and rolling, under all the trumpets of the pride of
life, the drums of the pride of death.

The conspirators were already filing through the open window and
into the rooms behind. Syme went last, outwardly calm, but with all
his brain and body throbbing with romantic rhythm. The President
led them down an irregular side stair, such as might be used by
servants, and into a dim, cold, empty room, with a table and
benches, like an abandoned boardroom. When they were all in, he
closed and locked the door.

The first to speak was Gogol, the irreconcilable, who seemed
bursting with inarticulate grievance.

"Zso! Zso!" he cried, with an obscure excitement, his heavy
Polish accent becoming almost impenetrable. "You zay you nod 'ide.
You zay you show himselves. It is all nuzzinks. Ven you vant talk
importance you run yourselves in a dark box!"

The President seemed to take the foreigner's incoherent satire
with entire good humour.

"You can't get hold of it yet, Gogol," he said in a fatherly
way. "When once they have heard us talking nonsense on that balcony
they will not care where we go afterwards. If we had come here
first, we should have had the whole staff at the keyhole. You don't
seem to know anything about mankind."

"I die for zem," cried the Pole in thick excitement, "and I slay
zare oppressors. I care not for these games of gonzealment. I would
zmite ze tyrant in ze open square."

"I see, I see," said the President, nodding kindly as he seated
himself at the top of a long table. "You die for mankind first, and
then you get up and smite their oppressors. So that's all right.
And now may I ask you to control your beautiful sentiments, and sit
down with the other gentlemen at this table. For the first time
this morning something intelligent is going to be said."

Syme, with the perturbed promptitude he had shown since the
original summons, sat down first. Gogol sat down last, grumbling in
his brown beard about gombromise. No one except Syme seemed to have
any notion of the blow that was about to fall. As for him, he had
merely the feeling of a man mounting the scaffold with the
intention, at any rate, of making a good speech.

"Comrades," said the President, suddenly rising, "we have spun
out this farce long enough. I have called you down here to tell you
something so simple and shocking that even the waiters upstairs
(long inured to our levities) might hear some new seriousness in my
voice. Comrades, we were discussing plans and naming places. I
propose, before saying anything else, that those plans and places
should not be voted by this meeting, but should be left wholly in
the control of some one reliable member. I suggest Comrade
Saturday, Dr. Bull."

They all stared at him; then they all started in their seats,
for the next words, though not loud, had a living and sensational
emphasis. Sunday struck the table.

"Not one word more about the plans and places must be said at
this meeting. Not one tiny detail more about what we mean to do
must be mentioned in this company."

Sunday had spent his life in astonishing his followers; but it
seemed as if he had never really astonished them until now. They
all moved feverishly in their seats, except Syme. He sat stiff in
his, with his hand in his pocket, and on the handle of his loaded
revolver. When the attack on him came he would sell his life dear.
He would find out at least if the President was mortal.

Sunday went on smoothly—

"You will probably understand that there is only one possible
motive for forbidding free speech at this festival of freedom.
Strangers overhearing us matters nothing. They assume that we are
joking. But what would matter, even unto death, is this, that there
should be one actually among us who is not of us, who knows our
grave purpose, but does not share it, who—"

The Secretary screamed out suddenly like a woman.

"It can't be!" he cried, leaping. "There can't—"

The President flapped his large flat hand on the table like the
fin of some huge fish.

"Yes," he said slowly, "there is a spy in this room. There is a
traitor at this table. I will waste no more words. His name—"

Syme half rose from his seat, his finger firm on the
trigger.

"His name is Gogol," said the President. "He is that hairy
humbug over there who pretends to be a Pole."

Gogol sprang to his feet, a pistol in each hand. With the same
flash three men sprang at his throat. Even the Professor made an
effort to rise. But Syme saw little of the scene, for he was
blinded with a beneficent darkness; he had sunk down into his seat
shuddering, in a palsy of passionate relief.











Chapter 7
THE UNACCOUNTABLE CONDUCT OF PROFESSOR DE WORMS


"SIT down!" said Sunday in a voice that he used once or twice in
his life, a voice that made men drop drawn swords.

The three who had risen fell away from Gogol, and that equivocal
person himself resumed his seat.

"Well, my man," said the President briskly, addressing him as
one addresses a total stranger, "will you oblige me by putting your
hand in your upper waistcoat pocket and showing me what you have
there?"

The alleged Pole was a little pale under his tangle of dark
hair, but he put two fingers into the pocket with apparent coolness
and pulled out a blue strip of card. When Syme saw it lying on the
table, he woke up again to the world outside him. For although the
card lay at the other extreme of the table, and he could read
nothing of the inscription on it, it bore a startling resemblance
to the blue card in his own pocket, the card which had been given
to him when he joined the anti-anarchist constabulary.

"Pathetic Slav," said the President, "tragic child of Poland,
are you prepared in the presence of that card to deny that you are
in this company—shall we say de trop?"

"Right oh!" said the late Gogol. It made everyone jump to hear a
clear, commercial and somewhat cockney voice coming out of that
forest of foreign hair. It was irrational, as if a Chinaman had
suddenly spoken with a Scotch accent.

"I gather that you fully understand your position," said
Sunday.

"You bet," answered the Pole. "I see it's a fair cop. All I say
is, I don't believe any Pole could have imitated my accent like I
did his."

"I concede the point," said Sunday. "I believe your own accent
to be inimitable, though I shall practise it in my bath. Do you
mind leaving your beard with your card?"

"Not a bit," answered Gogol; and with one finger he ripped off
the whole of his shaggy head-covering, emerging with thin red hair
and a pale, pert face. "It was hot," he added.

"I will do you the justice to say," said Sunday, not without a
sort of brutal admiration, "that you seem to have kept pretty cool
under it. Now listen to me. I like you. The consequence is that it
would annoy me for just about two and a half minutes if I heard
that you had died in torments. Well, if you ever tell the police or
any human soul about us, I shall have that two and a half minutes
of discomfort. On your discomfort I will not dwell. Good day. Mind
the step."

The red-haired detective who had masqueraded as Gogol rose to
his feet without a word, and walked out of the room with an air of
perfect nonchalance. Yet the astonished Syme was able to realise
that this ease was suddenly assumed; for there was a slight stumble
outside the door, which showed that the departing detective had not
minded the step.

"Time is flying," said the President in his gayest manner, after
glancing at his watch, which like everything about him seemed
bigger than it ought to be. "I must go off at once; I have to take
the chair at a Humanitarian meeting."

The Secretary turned to him with working eyebrows.

"Would it not be better," he said a little sharply, "to discuss
further the details of our project, now that the spy has left
us?"

"No, I think not," said the President with a yawn like an
unobtrusive earthquake. "Leave it as it is. Let Saturday settle it.
I must be off. Breakfast here next Sunday."

But the late loud scenes had whipped up the almost naked nerves
of the Secretary. He was one of those men who are conscientious
even in crime.

"I must protest, President, that the thing is irregular," he
said. "It is a fundamental rule of our society that all plans shall
be debated in full council. Of course, I fully appreciate your
forethought when in the actual presence of a traitor—"

"Secretary," said the President seriously, "if you'd take your
head home and boil it for a turnip it might be useful. I can't say.
But it might."

The Secretary reared back in a kind of equine anger.

"I really fail to understand—" he began in high offense.

"That's it, that's it," said the President, nodding a great many
times. "That's where you fail right enough. You fail to understand.
Why, you dancing donkey," he roared, rising, "you didn't want to be
overheard by a spy, didn't you? How do you know you aren't
overheard now?"

And with these words he shouldered his way out of the room,
shaking with incomprehensible scorn.

Four of the men left behind gaped after him without any apparent
glimmering of his meaning. Syme alone had even a glimmering, and
such as it was it froze him to the bone. If the last words of the
President meant anything, they meant that he had not after all
passed unsuspected. They meant that while Sunday could not denounce
him like Gogol, he still could not trust him like the others.

The other four got to their feet grumbling more or less, and
betook themselves elsewhere to find lunch, for it was already well
past midday. The Professor went last, very slowly and painfully.
Syme sat long after the rest had gone, revolving his strange
position. He had escaped a thunderbolt, but he was still under a
cloud. At last he rose and made his way out of the hotel into
Leicester Square. The bright, cold day had grown increasingly
colder, and when he came out into the street he was surprised by a
few flakes of snow. While he still carried the sword-stick and the
rest of Gregory's portable luggage, he had thrown the cloak down
and left it somewhere, perhaps on the steam-tug, perhaps on the
balcony. Hoping, therefore, that the snow-shower might be slight,
he stepped back out of the street for a moment and stood up under
the doorway of a small and greasy hair-dresser's shop, the front
window of which was empty, except for a sickly wax lady in evening
dress.

Snow, however, began to thicken and fall fast; and Syme, having
found one glance at the wax lady quite sufficient to depress his
spirits, stared out instead into the white and empty street. He was
considerably astonished to see, standing quite still outside the
shop and staring into the window, a man. His top hat was loaded
with snow like the hat of Father Christmas, the white drift was
rising round his boots and ankles; but it seemed as if nothing
could tear him away from the contemplation of the colourless wax
doll in dirty evening dress. That any human being should stand in
such weather looking into such a shop was a matter of sufficient
wonder to Syme; but his idle wonder turned suddenly into a personal
shock; for he realised that the man standing there was the
paralytic old Professor de Worms. It scarcely seemed the place for
a person of his years and infirmities.

Syme was ready to believe anything about the perversions of this
dehumanized brotherhood; but even he could not believe that the
Professor had fallen in love with that particular wax lady. He
could only suppose that the man's malady (whatever it was) involved
some momentary fits of rigidity or trance. He was not inclined,
however, to feel in this case any very compassionate concern. On
the contrary, he rather congratulated himself that the Professor's
stroke and his elaborate and limping walk would make it easy to
escape from him and leave him miles behind. For Syme thirsted first
and last to get clear of the whole poisonous atmosphere, if only
for an hour. Then he could collect his thoughts, formulate his
policy, and decide finally whether he should or should not keep
faith with Gregory.

He strolled away through the dancing snow, turned up two or
three streets, down through two or three others, and entered a
small Soho restaurant for lunch. He partook reflectively of four
small and quaint courses, drank half a bottle of red wine, and
ended up over black coffee and a black cigar, still thinking. He
had taken his seat in the upper room of the restaurant, which was
full of the chink of knives and the chatter of foreigners. He
remembered that in old days he had imagined that all these harmless
and kindly aliens were anarchists. He shuddered, remembering the
real thing. But even the shudder had the delightful shame of
escape. The wine, the common food, the familiar place, the faces of
natural and talkative men, made him almost feel as if the Council
of the Seven Days had been a bad dream; and although he knew it was
nevertheless an objective reality, it was at least a distant one.
Tall houses and populous streets lay between him and his last sight
of the shameful seven; he was free in free London, and drinking
wine among the free. With a somewhat easier action, he took his hat
and stick and strolled down the stair into the shop below.

When he entered that lower room he stood stricken and rooted to
the spot. At a small table, close up to the blank window and the
white street of snow, sat the old anarchist Professor over a glass
of milk, with his lifted livid face and pendent eyelids. For an
instant Syme stood as rigid as the stick he leant upon. Then with a
gesture as of blind hurry, he brushed past the Professor, dashing
open the door and slamming it behind him, and stood outside in the
snow.

"Can that old corpse be following me?" he asked himself, biting
his yellow moustache. "I stopped too long up in that room, so that
even such leaden feet could catch me up. One comfort is, with a
little brisk walking I can put a man like that as far away as
Timbuctoo. Or am I too fanciful? Was he really following me? Surely
Sunday would not be such a fool as to send a lame man?"

He set off at a smart pace, twisting and whirling his stick, in
the direction of Covent Garden. As he crossed the great market the
snow increased, growing blinding and bewildering as the afternoon
began to darken. The snow-flakes tormented him like a swarm of
silver bees. Getting into his eyes and beard, they added their
unremitting futility to his already irritated nerves; and by the
time that he had come at a swinging pace to the beginning of Fleet
Street, he lost patience, and finding a Sunday teashop, turned into
it to take shelter. He ordered another cup of black coffee as an
excuse. Scarcely had he done so, when Professor de Worms hobbled
heavily into the shop, sat down with difficulty and ordered a glass
of milk.

Syme's walking-stick had fallen from his hand with a great
clang, which confessed the concealed steel. But the Professor did
not look round. Syme, who was commonly a cool character, was
literally gaping as a rustic gapes at a conjuring trick. He had
seen no cab following; he had heard no wheels outside the shop; to
all mortal appearances the man had come on foot. But the old man
could only walk like a snail, and Syme had walked like the wind. He
started up and snatched his stick, half crazy with the
contradiction in mere arithmetic, and swung out of the swinging
doors, leaving his coffee untasted. An omnibus going to the Bank
went rattling by with an unusual rapidity. He had a violent run of
a hundred yards to reach it; but he managed to spring, swaying upon
the splash-board and, pausing for an instant to pant, he climbed on
to the top. When he had been seated for about half a minute, he
heard behind him a sort of heavy and asthmatic breathing.

Turning sharply, he saw rising gradually higher and higher up
the omnibus steps a top hat soiled and dripping with snow, and
under the shadow of its brim the short-sighted face and shaky
shoulders of Professor de Worms. He let himself into a seat with
characteristic care, and wrapped himself up to the chin in the
mackintosh rug.

Every movement of the old man's tottering figure and vague
hands, every uncertain gesture and panic-stricken pause, seemed to
put it beyond question that he was helpless, that he was in the
last imbecility of the body. He moved by inches, he let himself
down with little gasps of caution. And yet, unless the
philosophical entities called time and space have no vestige even
of a practical existence, it appeared quite unquestionable that he
had run after the omnibus.

Syme sprang erect upon the rocking car, and after staring wildly
at the wintry sky, that grew gloomier every moment, he ran down the
steps. He had repressed an elemental impulse to leap over the
side.

Too bewildered to look back or to reason, he rushed into one of
the little courts at the side of Fleet Street as a rabbit rushes
into a hole. He had a vague idea, if this incomprehensible old
Jack-in-the-box was really pursuing him, that in that labyrinth of
little streets he could soon throw him off the scent. He dived in
and out of those crooked lanes, which were more like cracks than
thoroughfares; and by the time that he had completed about twenty
alternate angles and described an unthinkable polygon, he paused to
listen for any sound of pursuit. There was none; there could not in
any case have been much, for the little streets were thick with the
soundless snow. Somewhere behind Red Lion Court, however, he
noticed a place where some energetic citizen had cleared away the
snow for a space of about twenty yards, leaving the wet, glistening
cobble-stones. He thought little of this as he passed it, only
plunging into yet another arm of the maze. But when a few hundred
yards farther on he stood still again to listen, his heart stood
still also, for he heard from that space of rugged stones the
clinking crutch and labouring feet of the infernal cripple.

The sky above was loaded with the clouds of snow, leaving London
in a darkness and oppression premature for that hour of the
evening. On each side of Syme the walls of the alley were blind and
featureless; there was no little window or any kind of eve. He felt
a new impulse to break out of this hive of houses, and to get once
more into the open and lamp-lit street. Yet he rambled and dodged
for a long time before he struck the main thoroughfare. When he did
so, he struck it much farther up than he had fancied. He came out
into what seemed the vast and void of Ludgate Circus, and saw St.
Paul's Cathedral sitting in the sky.

At first he was startled to find these great roads so empty, as
if a pestilence had swept through the city. Then he told himself
that some degree of emptiness was natural; first because the
snow-storm was even dangerously deep, and secondly because it was
Sunday. And at the very word Sunday he bit his lip; the word was
henceforth for hire like some indecent pun. Under the white fog of
snow high up in the heaven the whole atmosphere of the city was
turned to a very queer kind of green twilight, as of men under the
sea. The sealed and sullen sunset behind the dark dome of St.
Paul's had in it smoky and sinister colours—colours of sickly
green, dead red or decaying bronze, that were just bright enough to
emphasise the solid whiteness of the snow. But right up against
these dreary colours rose the black bulk of the cathedral; and upon
the top of the cathedral was a random splash and great stain of
snow, still clinging as to an Alpine peak. It had fallen
accidentally, but just so fallen as to half drape the dome from its
very topmost point, and to pick out in perfect silver the great orb
and the cross. When Syme saw it he suddenly straightened himself,
and made with his sword-stick an involuntary salute.

He knew that that evil figure, his shadow, was creeping quickly
or slowly behind him, and he did not care.

It seemed a symbol of human faith and valour that while the
skies were darkening that high place of the earth was bright. The
devils might have captured heaven, but they had not yet captured
the cross. He had a new impulse to tear out the secret of this
dancing, jumping and pursuing paralytic; and at the entrance of the
court as it opened upon the Circus he turned, stick in hand, to
face his pursuer.

Professor de Worms came slowly round the corner of the irregular
alley behind him, his unnatural form outlined against a lonely
gas-lamp, irresistibly recalling that very imaginative figure in
the nursery rhymes, "the crooked man who went a crooked mile." He
really looked as if he had been twisted out of shape by the
tortuous streets he had been threading. He came nearer and nearer,
the lamplight shining on his lifted spectacles, his lifted, patient
face. Syme waited for him as St. George waited for the dragon, as a
man waits for a final explanation or for death. And the old
Professor came right up to him and passed him like a total
stranger, without even a blink of his mournful eyelids.

There was something in this silent and unexpected innocence that
left Syme in a final fury. The man's colourless face and manner
seemed to assert that the whole following had been an accident.
Syme was galvanised with an energy that was something between
bitterness and a burst of boyish derision. He made a wild gesture
as if to knock the old man's hat off, called out something like
"Catch me if you can," and went racing away across the white, open
Circus. Concealment was impossible now; and looking back over his
shoulder, he could see the black figure of the old gentleman coming
after him with long, swinging strides like a man winning a mile
race. But the head upon that bounding body was still pale, grave
and professional, like the head of a lecturer upon the body of a
harlequin.

This outrageous chase sped across Ludgate Circus, up Ludgate
Hill, round St. Paul's Cathedral, along Cheapside, Syme remembering
all the nightmares he had ever known. Then Syme broke away towards
the river, and ended almost down by the docks. He saw the yellow
panes of a low, lighted public-house, flung himself into it and
ordered beer. It was a foul tavern, sprinkled with foreign sailors,
a place where opium might be smoked or knives drawn.

A moment later Professor de Worms entered the place, sat down
carefully, and asked for a glass of milk.











Chapter 8
THE PROFESSOR EXPLAINS


WHEN Gabriel Syme found himself finally established in a chair,
and opposite to him, fixed and final also, the lifted eyebrows and
leaden eyelids of the Professor, his fears fully returned. This
incomprehensible man from the fierce council, after all, had
certainly pursued him. If the man had one character as a paralytic
and another character as a pursuer, the antithesis might make him
more interesting, but scarcely more soothing. It would be a very
small comfort that he could not find the Professor out, if by some
serious accident the Professor should find him out. He emptied a
whole pewter pot of ale before the professor had touched his
milk.

One possibility, however, kept him hopeful and yet helpless. It
was just possible that this escapade signified something other than
even a slight suspicion of him. Perhaps it was some regular form or
sign. Perhaps the foolish scamper was some sort of friendly signal
that he ought to have understood. Perhaps it was a ritual. Perhaps
the new Thursday was always chased along Cheapside, as the new Lord
Mayor is always escorted along it. He was just selecting a
tentative inquiry, when the old Professor opposite suddenly and
simply cut him short. Before Syme could ask the first diplomatic
question, the old anarchist had asked suddenly, without any sort of
preparation—

"Are you a policeman?"

Whatever else Syme had expected, he had never expected anything
so brutal and actual as this. Even his great presence of mind could
only manage a reply with an air of rather blundering
jocularity.

"A policeman?" he said, laughing vaguely. "Whatever made you
think of a policeman in connection with me?"

"The process was simple enough," answered the Professor
patiently. "I thought you looked like a policeman. I think so
now."

"Did I take a policeman's hat by mistake out of the restaurant?"
asked Syme, smiling wildly. "Have I by any chance got a number
stuck on to me somewhere? Have my boots got that watchful look? Why
must I be a policeman? Do, do let me be a postman."

The old Professor shook his head with a gravity that gave no
hope, but Syme ran on with a feverish irony.

"But perhaps I misunderstood the delicacies of your German
philosophy. Perhaps policeman is a relative term. In an
evolutionary sense, sir, the ape fades so gradually into the
policeman, that I myself can never detect the shade. The monkey is
only the policeman that may be. Perhaps a maiden lady on Clapham
Common is only the policeman that might have been. I don't mind
being the policeman that might have been. I don't mind being
anything in German thought."

"Are you in the police service?" said the old man, ignoring all
Syme's improvised and desperate raillery. "Are you a
detective?"

Syme's heart turned to stone, but his face never changed.

"Your suggestion is ridiculous," he began. "Why on earth—"

The old man struck his palsied hand passionately on the rickety
table, nearly breaking it.

"Did you hear me ask a plain question, you pattering spy?" he
shrieked in a high, crazy voice. "Are you, or are you not, a police
detective?"

"No!" answered Syme, like a man standing on the hangman's
drop.

"You swear it," said the old man, leaning across to him, his
dead face becoming as it were loathsomely alive. "You swear it! You
swear it! If you swear falsely, will you be damned? Will you be
sure that the devil dances at your funeral? Will you see that the
nightmare sits on your grave? Will there really be no mistake? You
are an anarchist, you are a dynamiter! Above all, you are not in
any sense a detective? You are not in the British police?"

He leant his angular elbow far across the table, and put up his
large loose hand like a flap to his ear.

"I am not in the British police," said Syme with insane
calm.

Professor de Worms fell back in his chair with a curious air of
kindly collapse.

"That's a pity," he said, "because I am."

Syme sprang up straight, sending back the bench behind him with
a crash.

"Because you are what?" he said thickly. "You are what?"

"I am a policeman," said the Professor with his first broad
smile. and beaming through his spectacles. "But as you think
policeman only a relative term, of course I have nothing to do with
you. I am in the British police force; but as you tell me you are
not in the British police force, I can only say that I met you in a
dynamiters' club. I suppose I ought to arrest you." And with these
words he laid on the table before Syme an exact facsimile of the
blue card which Syme had in his own waistcoat pocket, the symbol of
his power from the police.

Syme had for a flash the sensation that the cosmos had turned
exactly upside down, that all trees were growing downwards and that
all stars were under his feet. Then came slowly the opposite
conviction. For the last twenty-four hours the cosmos had really
been upside down, but now the capsized universe had come right side
up again. This devil from whom he had been fleeing all day was only
an elder brother of his own house, who on the other side of the
table lay back and laughed at him. He did not for the moment ask
any questions of detail; he only knew the happy and silly fact that
this shadow, which had pursued him with an intolerable oppression
of peril, was only the shadow of a friend trying to catch him up.
He knew simultaneously that he was a fool and a free man. For with
any recovery from morbidity there must go a certain healthy
humiliation. There comes a certain point in such conditions when
only three things are possible: first a perpetuation of Satanic
pride, secondly tears, and third laughter. Syme's egotism held hard
to the first course for a few seconds, and then suddenly adopted
the third. Taking his own blue police ticket from his own waist
coat pocket, he tossed it on to the table; then he flung his head
back until his spike of yellow beard almost pointed at the ceiling,
and shouted with a barbaric laughter.

Even in that close den, perpetually filled with the din of
knives, plates, cans, clamorous voices, sudden struggles and
stampedes, there was something Homeric in Syme's mirth which made
many half-drunken men look round.

"What yer laughing at, guv'nor?" asked one wondering labourer
from the docks.

"At myself," answered Syme, and went off again into the agony of
his ecstatic reaction.

"Pull yourself together," said the Professor, "or you'll get
hysterical. Have some more beer. I'll join you."

"You haven't drunk your milk," said Syme.

"My milk!" said the other, in tones of withering and
unfathomable contempt, "my milk! Do you think I'd look at the
beastly stuff when I'm out of sight of the bloody anarchists? We're
all Christians in this room, though perhaps," he added, glancing
around at the reeling crowd, "not strict ones. Finish my milk?
Great blazes! yes, I'll finish it right enough!" and he knocked the
tumbler off the table, making a crash of glass and a splash of
silver fluid.

Syme was staring at him with a happy curiosity.

"I understand now," he cried; "of course, you're not an old man
at all."

"I can't take my face off here," replied Professor de Worms.
"It's rather an elaborate make-up. As to whether I'm an old man,
that's not for me to say. I was thirty-eight last birthday."

"Yes, but I mean," said Syme impatiently, "there's nothing the
matter with you."

"Yes," answered the other dispassionately. "I am subject to
colds."

Syme's laughter at all this had about it a wild weakness of
relief. He laughed at the idea of the paralytic Professor being
really a young actor dressed up as if for the foot-lights. But he
felt that he would have laughed as loudly if a pepperpot had fallen
over.

The false Professor drank and wiped his false beard.

"Did you know," he asked, "that that man Gogol was one of
us?"

"I? No, I didn't know it," answered Syme in some surprise. "But
didn't you?"

"I knew no more than the dead," replied the man who called
himself de Worms. "I thought the President was talking about me,
and I rattled in my boots."

"And I thought he was talking about me," said Syme, with his
rather reckless laughter. "I had my hand on my revolver all the
time."

"So had I," said the Professor grimly; "so had Gogol
evidently."

Syme struck the table with an exclamation.

"Why, there were three of us there!" he cried. "Three out of
seven is a fighting number. If we had only known that we were
three!"

The face of Professor de Worms darkened, and he did not look
up.

"We were three," he said. "If we had been three hundred we could
still have done nothing."

"Not if we were three hundred against four?" asked Syme, jeering
rather boisterously.

"No," said the Professor with sobriety, "not if we were three
hundred against Sunday."

And the mere name struck Syme cold and serious; his laughter had
died in his heart before it could die on his lips. The face of the
unforgettable President sprang into his mind as startling as a
coloured photograph, and he remarked this difference between Sunday
and all his satellites, that their faces, however fierce or
sinister, became gradually blurred by memory like other human
faces, whereas Sunday's seemed almost to grow more actual during
absence, as if a man's painted portrait should slowly come
alive.

They were both silent for a measure of moments, and then Syme's
speech came with a rush, like the sudden foaming of champagne.

"Professor," he cried, "it is intolerable. Are you afraid of
this man?"

The Professor lifted his heavy lids, and gazed at Syme with
large, wide-open, blue eyes of an almost ethereal honesty.

"Yes, I am," he said mildly. "So are you."

Syme was dumb for an instant. Then he rose to his feet erect,
like an insulted man, and thrust the chair away from him.

"Yes," he said in a voice indescribable, "you are right. I am
afraid of him. Therefore I swear by God that I will seek out this
man whom I fear until I find him, and strike him on the mouth. If
heaven were his throne and the earth his footstool, I swear that I
would pull him down."

"How?" asked the staring Professor. "Why?"

"Because I am afraid of him," said Syme; "and no man should
leave in the universe anything of which he is afraid."

De Worms blinked at him with a sort of blind wonder. He made an
effort to speak, but Syme went on in a low voice, but with an
undercurrent of inhuman exaltation—

"Who would condescend to strike down the mere things that he
does not fear? Who would debase himself to be merely brave, like
any common prizefighter? Who would stoop to be fearless—like a
tree? Fight the thing that you fear. You remember the old tale of
the English clergyman who gave the last rites to the brigand of
Sicily, and how on his death-bed the great robber said, 'I can give
you no money, but I can give you advice for a lifetime: your thumb
on the blade, and strike upwards.' So I say to you, strike upwards,
if you strike at the stars."

The other looked at the ceiling, one of the tricks of his
pose.

"Sunday is a fixed star," he said.

"You shall see him a falling star," said Syme, and put on his
hat.

The decision of his gesture drew the Professor vaguely to his
feet.

"Have you any idea," he asked, with a sort of benevolent
bewilderment, "exactly where you are going?"

"Yes," replied Syme shortly, "I am going to prevent this bomb
being thrown in Paris."

"Have you any conception how?" inquired the other.

"No," said Syme with equal decision.

"You remember, of course," resumed the soi-disant de Worms,
pulling his beard and looking out of the window, "that when we
broke up rather hurriedly the whole arrangements for the atrocity
were left in the private hands of the Marquis and Dr. Bull. The
Marquis is by this time probably crossing the Channel. But where he
will go and what he will do it is doubtful whether even the
President knows; certainly we don't know. The only man who does
know is Dr. Bull."

"Confound it!" cried Syme. "And we don't know where he is."

"Yes," said the other in his curious, absent-minded way, "I know
where he is myself."

"Will you tell me?" asked Syme with eager eyes.

"I will take you there," said the Professor, and took down his
own hat from a peg.

Syme stood looking at him with a sort of rigid excitement.

"What do you mean?" he asked sharply. "Will you join me? Will
you take the risk?"

"Young man," said the Professor pleasantly, "I am amused to
observe that you think I am a coward. As to that I will say only
one word, and that shall be entirely in the manner of your own
philosophical rhetoric. You think that it is possible to pull down
the President. I know that it is impossible, and I am going to try
it," and opening the tavern door, which let in a blast of bitter
air, they went out together into the dark streets by the docks.

Most of the snow was melted or trampled to mud, but here and
there a clot of it still showed grey rather than white in the
gloom. The small streets were sloppy and full of pools, which
reflected the flaming lamps irregularly, and by accident, like
fragments of some other and fallen world. Syme felt almost dazed as
he stepped through this growing confusion of lights and shadows;
but his companion walked on with a certain briskness, towards
where, at the end of the street, an inch or two of the lamplit
river looked like a bar of flame.

"Where are you going?" Syme inquired.

"Just now," answered the Professor, "I am going just round the
corner to see whether Dr. Bull has gone to bed. He is hygienic, and
retires early."

"Dr. Bull!" exclaimed Syme. "Does he live round the corner?"

"No," answered his friend. "As a matter of fact he lives some
way off, on the other side of the river, but we can tell from here
whether he has gone to bed."

Turning the corner as he spoke, and facing the dim river,
flecked with flame, he pointed with his stick to the other bank. On
the Surrey side at this point there ran out into the Thames,
seeming almost to overhang it, a bulk and cluster of those tall
tenements, dotted with lighted windows, and rising like factory
chimneys to an almost insane height. Their special poise and
position made one block of buildings especially look like a Tower
of Babel with a hundred eyes. Syme had never seen any of the
sky-scraping buildings in America, so he could only think of the
buildings in a dream.

Even as he stared, the highest light in this innumerably lighted
turret abruptly went out, as if this black Argus had winked at him
with one of his innumerable eyes.

Professor de Worms swung round on his heel, and struck his stick
against his boot.

"We are too late," he said, "the hygienic Doctor has gone to
bed."

"What do you mean?" asked Syme. "Does he live over there,
then?"

"Yes," said de Worms, "behind that particular window which you
can't see. Come along and get some dinner. We must call on him
tomorrow morning."

Without further parley, he led the way through several by-ways
until they came out into the flare and clamour of the East India
Dock Road. The Professor, who seemed to know his way about the
neighbourhood, proceeded to a place where the line of lighted shops
fell back into a sort of abrupt twilight and quiet, in which an old
white inn, all out of repair, stood back some twenty feet from the
road.

"You can find good English inns left by accident everywhere,
like fossils," explained the Professor. "I once found a decent
place in the West End."

"I suppose," said Syme, smiling, "that this is the corresponding
decent place in the East End?"

"It is," said the Professor reverently, and went in.

In that place they dined and slept, both very thoroughly. The
beans and bacon, which these unaccountable people cooked well, the
astonishing emergence of Burgundy from their cellars, crowned
Syme's sense of a new comradeship and comfort. Through all this
ordeal his root horror had been isolation, and there are no words
to express the abyss between isolation and having one ally. It may
be conceded to the mathematicians that four is twice two. But two
is not twice one; two is two thousand times one. That is why, in
spite of a hundred disadvantages, the world will always return to
monogamy.

Syme was able to pour out for the first time the whole of his
outrageous tale, from the time when Gregory had taken him to the
little tavern by the river. He did it idly and amply, in a
luxuriant monologue, as a man speaks with very old friends. On his
side, also, the man who had impersonated Professor de Worms was not
less communicative. His own story was almost as silly as
Syme's.

"That's a good get-up of yours," said Syme, draining a glass of
Macon; "a lot better than old Gogol's. Even at the start I thought
he was a bit too hairy."

"A difference of artistic theory," replied the Professor
pensively. "Gogol was an idealist. He made up as the abstract or
platonic ideal of an anarchist. But I am a realist. I am a portrait
painter. But, indeed, to say that I am a portrait painter is an
inadequate expression. I am a portrait."

"I don't understand you," said Syme.

"I am a portrait," repeated the Professor. "I am a portrait of
the celebrated Professor de Worms, who is, I believe, in
Naples."

"You mean you are made up like him," said Syme. "But doesn't he
know that you are taking his nose in vain?"

"He knows it right enough," replied his friend cheerfully.

"Then why doesn't he denounce you?"

"I have denounced him," answered the Professor.

"Do explain yourself," said Syme.

"With pleasure, if you don't mind hearing my story," replied the
eminent foreign philosopher. "I am by profession an actor, and my
name is Wilks. When I was on the stage I mixed with all sorts of
Bohemian and blackguard company. Sometimes I touched the edge of
the turf, sometimes the riff-raff of the arts, and occasionally the
political refugee. In some den of exiled dreamers I was introduced
to the great German Nihilist philosopher, Professor de Worms. I did
not gather much about him beyond his appearance, which was very
disgusting, and which I studied carefully. I understood that he had
proved that the destructive principle in the universe was God;
hence he insisted on the need for a furious and incessant energy,
rending all things in pieces. Energy, he said, was the All. He was
lame, shortsighted, and partially paralytic. When I met him I was
in a frivolous mood, and I disliked him so much that I resolved to
imitate him. If I had been a draughtsman I would have drawn a
caricature. I was only an actor, I could only act a caricature. I
made myself up into what was meant for a wild exaggeration of the
old Professor's dirty old self. When I went into the room full of
his supporters I expected to be received with a roar of laughter,
or (if they were too far gone) with a roar of indignation at the
insult. I cannot describe the surprise I felt when my entrance was
received with a respectful silence, followed (when I had first
opened my lips) with a murmur of admiration. The curse of the
perfect artist had fallen upon me. I had been too subtle, I had
been too true. They thought I really was the great Nihilist
Professor. I was a healthy-minded young man at the time, and I
confess that it was a blow. Before I could fully recover, however,
two or three of these admirers ran up to me radiating indignation,
and told me that a public insult had been put upon me in the next
room. I inquired its nature. It seemed that an impertinent fellow
had dressed himself up as a preposterous parody of myself. I had
drunk more champagne than was good for me, and in a flash of folly
I decided to see the situation through. Consequently it was to meet
the glare of the company and my own lifted eyebrows and freezing
eyes that the real Professor came into the room.

"I need hardly say there was a collision. The pessimists all
round me looked anxiously from one Professor to the other Professor
to see which was really the more feeble. But I won. An old man in
poor health, like my rival, could not be expected to be so
impressively feeble as a young actor in the prime of life. You see,
he really had paralysis, and working within this definite
limitation, he couldn't be so jolly paralytic as I was. Then he
tried to blast my claims intellectually. I countered that by a very
simple dodge. Whenever he said something that nobody but he could
understand, I replied with something which I could not even
understand myself. 'I don't fancy,' he said, 'that you could have
worked out the principle that evolution is only negation, since
there inheres in it the introduction of lacuna, which are an
essential of differentiation.' I replied quite scornfully, 'You
read all that up in Pinckwerts; the notion that involution
functioned eugenically was exposed long ago by Glumpe.' It is
unnecessary for me to say that there never were such people as
Pinckwerts and Glumpe. But the people all round (rather to my
surprise) seemed to remember them quite well, and the Professor,
finding that the learned and mysterious method left him rather at
the mercy of an enemy slightly deficient in scruples, fell back
upon a more popular form of wit. 'I see,' he sneered, 'you prevail
like the false pig in Aesop.' 'And you fail,' I answered, smiling,
'like the hedgehog in Montaigne.' Need I say that there is no
hedgehog in Montaigne? 'Your claptrap comes off,' he said; 'so
would your beard.' I had no intelligent answer to this, which was
quite true and rather witty. But I laughed heartily, answered,
'Like the Pantheist's boots,' at random, and turned on my heel with
all the honours of victory. The real Professor was thrown out, but
not with violence, though one man tried very patiently to pull off
his nose. He is now, I believe, received everywhere in Europe as a
delightful impostor. His apparent earnestness and anger, you see,
make him all the more entertaining."

"Well," said Syme, "I can understand your putting on his dirty
old beard for a night's practical joke, but I don't understand your
never taking it off again."

"That is the rest of the story," said the impersonator. "When I
myself left the company, followed by reverent applause, I went
limping down the dark street, hoping that I should soon be far
enough away to be able to walk like a human being. To my
astonishment, as I was turning the corner, I felt a touch on the
shoulder, and turning, found myself under the shadow of an enormous
policeman. He told me I was wanted. I struck a sort of paralytic
attitude, and cried in a high German accent, 'Yes, I am wanted—by
the oppressed of the world. You are arresting me on the charge of
being the great anarchist, Professor de Worms.' The policeman
impassively consulted a paper in his hand, 'No, sir,' he said
civilly, 'at least, not exactly, sir. I am arresting you on the
charge of not being the celebrated anarchist, Professor de Worms.'
This charge, if it was criminal at all, was certainly the lighter
of the two, and I went along with the man, doubtful, but not
greatly dismayed. I was shown into a number of rooms, and
eventually into the presence of a police officer, who explained
that a serious campaign had been opened against the centres of
anarchy, and that this, my successful masquerade, might be of
considerable value to the public safety. He offered me a good
salary and this little blue card. Though our conversation was
short, he struck me as a man of very massive common sense and
humour; but I cannot tell you much about him personally,
because—"

Syme laid down his knife and fork.

"I know," he said, "because you talked to him in a dark
room."

Professor de Worms nodded and drained his glass.











Chapter 9
THE MAN IN SPECTACLES


"BURGUNDY is a jolly thing," said the Professor sadly, as he set
his glass down.

"You don't look as if it were," said Syme; "you drink it as if
it were medicine."

"You must excuse my manner," said the Professor dismally, "my
position is rather a curious one. Inside I am really bursting with
boyish merriment; but I acted the paralytic Professor so well, that
now I can't leave off. So that when I am among friends, and have no
need at all to disguise myself, I still can't help speaking slow
and wrinkling my forehead—just as if it were my forehead. I can be
quite happy, you understand, but only in a paralytic sort of way.
The most buoyant exclamations leap up in my heart, but they come
out of my mouth quite different. You should hear me say, 'Buck up,
old cock!' It would bring tears to your eyes."

"It does," said Syme; "but I cannot help thinking that apart
from all that you are really a bit worried."

The Professor started a little and looked at him steadily.

"You are a very clever fellow," he said, "it is a pleasure to
work with you. Yes, I have rather a heavy cloud in my head. There
is a great problem to face," and he sank his bald brow in his two
hands.

Then he said in a low voice—

"Can you play the piano?"

"Yes," said Syme in simple wonder, "I'm supposed to have a good
touch."

Then, as the other did not speak, he added—

"I trust the great cloud is lifted."

After a long silence, the Professor said out of the cavernous
shadow of his hands—

"It would have done just as well if you could work a
typewriter."

"Thank you," said Syme, "you flatter me."

"Listen to me," said the other, "and remember whom we have to
see tomorrow. You and I are going tomorrow to attempt something
which is very much more dangerous than trying to steal the Crown
Jewels out of the Tower. We are trying to steal a secret from a
very sharp, very strong, and very wicked man. I believe there is no
man, except the President, of course, who is so seriously startling
and formidable as that little grinning fellow in goggles. He has
not perhaps the white-hot enthusiasm unto death, the mad martyrdom
for anarchy, which marks the Secretary. But then that very
fanaticism in the Secretary has a human pathos, and is almost a
redeeming trait. But the little Doctor has a brutal sanity that is
more shocking than the Secretary's disease. Don't you notice his
detestable virility and vitality. He bounces like an india-rubber
ball. Depend on it, Sunday was not asleep (I wonder if he ever
sleeps?) when he locked up all the plans of this outrage in the
round, black head of Dr. Bull."

"And you think," said Syme, "that this unique monster will be
soothed if I play the piano to him?"

"Don't be an ass," said his mentor. "I mentioned the piano
because it gives one quick and independent fingers. Syme, if we are
to go through this interview and come out sane or alive, we must
have some code of signals between us that this brute will not see.
I have made a rough alphabetical cypher corresponding to the five
fingers—like this, see," and he rippled with his fingers on the
wooden table—"B A D, bad, a word we may frequently require."

Syme poured himself out another glass of wine, and began to
study the scheme. He was abnormally quick with his brains at
puzzles, and with his hands at conjuring, and it did not take him
long to learn how he might convey simple messages by what would
seem to be idle taps upon a table or knee. But wine and
companionship had always the effect of inspiring him to a farcical
ingenuity, and the Professor soon found himself struggling with the
too vast energy of the new language, as it passed through the
heated brain of Syme.

"We must have several word-signs," said Syme seriously—"words
that we are likely to want, fine shades of meaning. My favourite
word is 'coeval'. What's yours?"

"Do stop playing the goat," said the Professor plaintively. "You
don't know how serious this is."

"'Lush' too," said Syme, shaking his head sagaciously, "we must
have 'lush'—word applied to grass, don't you know?"

"Do you imagine," asked the Professor furiously, "that we are
going to talk to Dr. Bull about grass?"

"There are several ways in which the subject could be
approached," said Syme reflectively, "and the word introduced
without appearing forced. We might say, 'Dr. Bull, as a
revolutionist, you remember that a tyrant once advised us to eat
grass; and indeed many of us, looking on the fresh lush grass of
summer… '"

"Do you understand," said the other, "that this is a
tragedy?"

"Perfectly," replied Syme; "always be comic in a tragedy. What
the deuce else can you do? I wish this language of yours had a
wider scope. I suppose we could not extend it from the fingers to
the toes? That would involve pulling off our boots and socks during
the conversation, which however unobtrusively performed—"

"Syme," said his friend with a stern simplicity, "go to
bed!"

Syme, however, sat up in bed for a considerable time mastering
the new code. He was awakened next morning while the east was still
sealed with darkness, and found his grey-bearded ally standing like
a ghost beside his bed.

Syme sat up in bed blinking; then slowly collected his thoughts,
threw off the bed-clothes, and stood up. It seemed to him in some
curious way that all the safety and sociability of the night before
fell with the bedclothes off him, and he stood up in an air of cold
danger. He still felt an entire trust and loyalty towards his
companion; but it was the trust between two men going to the
scaffold.

"Well," said Syme with a forced cheerfulness as he pulled on his
trousers, "I dreamt of that alphabet of yours. Did it take you long
to make it up?"

The Professor made no answer, but gazed in front of him with
eyes the colour of a wintry sea; so Syme repeated his question.

"I say, did it take you long to invent all this? I'm considered
good at these things, and it was a good hour's grind. Did you learn
it all on the spot?"

The Professor was silent; his eyes were wide open, and he wore a
fixed but very small smile.

"How long did it take you?"

The Professor did not move.

"Confound you, can't you answer?" called out Syme, in a sudden
anger that had something like fear underneath. Whether or no the
Professor could answer, he did not.

Syme stood staring back at the stiff face like parchment and the
blank, blue eyes. His first thought was that the Professor had gone
mad, but his second thought was more frightful. After all, what did
he know about this queer creature whom he had heedlessly accepted
as a friend? What did he know, except that the man had been at the
anarchist breakfast and had told him a ridiculous tale? How
improbable it was that there should be another friend there beside
Gogol! Was this man's silence a sensational way of declaring war?
Was this adamantine stare after all only the awful sneer of some
threefold traitor, who had turned for the last time? He stood and
strained his ears in this heartless silence. He almost fancied he
could hear dynamiters come to capture him shifting softly in the
corridor outside.

Then his eye strayed downwards, and he burst out laughing.
Though the Professor himself stood there as voiceless as a statue,
his five dumb fingers were dancing alive upon the dead table. Syme
watched the twinkling movements of the talking hand, and read
clearly the message—

"I will only talk like this. We must get used to it."

He rapped out the answer with the impatience of relief—

"All right. Let's get out to breakfast."

They took their hats and sticks in silence; but as Syme took his
sword-stick, he held it hard.

They paused for a few minutes only to stuff down coffee and
coarse thick sandwiches at a coffee stall, and then made their way
across the river, which under the grey and growing light looked as
desolate as Acheron. They reached the bottom of the huge block of
buildings which they had seen from across the river, and began in
silence to mount the naked and numberless stone steps, only pausing
now and then to make short remarks on the rail of the banisters. At
about every other flight they passed a window; each window showed
them a pale and tragic dawn lifting itself laboriously over London.
From each the innumerable roofs of slate looked like the leaden
surges of a grey, troubled sea after rain. Syme was increasingly
conscious that his new adventure had somehow a quality of cold
sanity worse than the wild adventures of the past. Last night, for
instance, the tall tenements had seemed to him like a tower in a
dream. As he now went up the weary and perpetual steps, he was
daunted and bewildered by their almost infinite series. But it was
not the hot horror of a dream or of anything that might be
exaggeration or delusion. Their infinity was more like the empty
infinity of arithmetic, something unthinkable, yet necessary to
thought. Or it was like the stunning statements of astronomy about
the distance of the fixed stars. He was ascending the house of
reason, a thing more hideous than unreason itself.

By the time they reached Dr. Bull's landing, a last window
showed them a harsh, white dawn edged with banks of a kind of
coarse red, more like red clay than red cloud. And when they
entered Dr. Bull's bare garret it was full of light.

Syme had been haunted by a half historic memory in connection
with these empty rooms and that austere daybreak. The moment he saw
the garret and Dr. Bull sitting writing at a table, he remembered
what the memory was—the French Revolution. There should have been
the black outline of a guillotine against that heavy red and white
of the morning. Dr. Bull was in his white shirt and black breeches
only; his cropped, dark head might well have just come out of its
wig; he might have been Marat or a more slipshod Robespierre.

Yet when he was seen properly, the French fancy fell away. The
Jacobins were idealists; there was about this man a murderous
materialism. His position gave him a somewhat new appearance. The
strong, white light of morning coming from one side creating sharp
shadows, made him seem both more pale and more angular than he had
looked at the breakfast on the balcony. Thus the two black glasses
that encased his eyes might really have been black cavities in his
skull, making him look like a death's-head. And, indeed, if ever
Death himself sat writing at a wooden table, it might have been
he.

He looked up and smiled brightly enough as the men came in, and
rose with the resilient rapidity of which the Professor had spoken.
He set chairs for both of them, and going to a peg behind the door,
proceeded to put on a coat and waistcoat of rough, dark tweed; he
buttoned it up neatly, and came back to sit down at his table.

The quiet good humour of his manner left his two opponents
helpless. It was with some momentary difficulty that the Professor
broke silence and began, "I'm sorry to disturb you so early,
comrade," said he, with a careful resumption of the slow de Worms
manner. "You have no doubt made all the arrangements for the Paris
affair?" Then he added with infinite slowness, "We have information
which renders intolerable anything in the nature of a moment's
delay."

Dr. Bull smiled again, but continued to gaze on them without
speaking. The Professor resumed, a pause before each weary
word—

"Please do not think me excessively abrupt; but I advise you to
alter those plans, or if it is too late for that, to follow your
agent with all the support you can get for him. Comrade Syme and I
have had an experience which it would take more time to recount
than we can afford, if we are to act on it. I will, however, relate
the occurrence in detail, even at the risk of losing time, if you
really feel that it is essential to the understanding of the
problem we have to discuss."

He was spinning out his sentences, making them intolerably long
and lingering, in the hope of maddening the practical little Doctor
into an explosion of impatience which might show his hand. But the
little Doctor continued only to stare and smile, and the monologue
was uphill work. Syme began to feel a new sickness and despair. The
Doctor's smile and silence were not at all like the cataleptic
stare and horrible silence which he had confronted in the Professor
half an hour before. About the Professor's makeup and all his
antics there was always something merely grotesque, like a
gollywog. Syme remembered those wild woes of yesterday as one
remembers being afraid of Bogy in childhood. But here was daylight;
here was a healthy, square-shouldered man in tweeds, not odd save
for the accident of his ugly spectacles, not glaring or grinning at
all, but smiling steadily and not saying a word. The whole had a
sense of unbearable reality. Under the increasing sunlight the
colours of the Doctor's complexion, the pattern of his tweeds, grew
and expanded outrageously, as such things grow too important in a
realistic novel. But his smile was quite slight, the pose of his
head polite; the only uncanny thing was his silence.

"As I say," resumed the Professor, like a man toiling through
heavy sand, "the incident that has occurred to us and has led us to
ask for information about the Marquis, is one which you may think
it better to have narrated; but as it came in the way of Comrade
Syme rather than me—"

His words he seemed to be dragging out like words in an anthem;
but Syme, who was watching, saw his long fingers rattle quickly on
the edge of the crazy table. He read the message, "You must go on.
This devil has sucked me dry!"

Syme plunged into the breach with that bravado of improvisation
which always came to him when he was alarmed.

"Yes, the thing really happened to me," he said hastily. "I had
the good fortune to fall into conversation with a detective who
took me, thanks to my hat, for a respectable person. Wishing to
clinch my reputation for respectability, I took him and made him
very drunk at the Savoy. Under this influence he became friendly,
and told me in so many words that within a day or two they hope to
arrest the Marquis in France.

"So unless you or I can get on his track—"

The Doctor was still smiling in the most friendly way, and his
protected eyes were still impenetrable. The Professor signalled to
Syme that he would resume his explanation, and he began again with
the same elaborate calm.

"Syme immediately brought this information to me, and we came
here together to see what use you would be inclined to make of it.
It seems to me unquestionably urgent that—"

All this time Syme had been staring at the Doctor almost as
steadily as the Doctor stared at the Professor, but quite without
the smile. The nerves of both comrades-in-arms were near snapping
under that strain of motionless amiability, when Syme suddenly
leant forward and idly tapped the edge of the table. His message to
his ally ran, "I have an intuition."

The Professor, with scarcely a pause in his monologue, signalled
back, "Then sit on it."

Syme telegraphed, "It is quite extraordinary."

The other answered, "Extraordinary rot!"

Syme said, "I am a poet."

The other retorted, "You are a dead man."

Syme had gone quite red up to his yellow hair, and his eyes were
burning feverishly. As he said he had an intuition, and it had
risen to a sort of lightheaded certainty. Resuming his symbolic
taps, he signalled to his friend, "You scarcely realise how poetic
my intuition is. It has that sudden quality we sometimes feel in
the coming of spring."

He then studied the answer on his friend's fingers. The answer
was, "Go to hell!"

The Professor then resumed his merely verbal monologue addressed
to the Doctor.

"Perhaps I should rather say," said Syme on his fingers, "that
it resembles that sudden smell of the sea which may be found in the
heart of lush woods."

His companion disdained to reply.

"Or yet again," tapped Syme, "it is positive, as is the
passionate red hair of a beautiful woman."

The Professor was continuing his speech, but in the middle of it
Syme decided to act. He leant across the table, and said in a voice
that could not be neglected—

"Dr. Bull!"

The Doctor's sleek and smiling head did not move, but they could
have sworn that under his dark glasses his eyes darted towards
Syme.

"Dr. Bull," said Syme, in a voice peculiarly precise and
courteous, "would you do me a small favour? Would you be so kind as
to take off your spectacles?"

The Professor swung round on his seat, and stared at Syme with a
sort of frozen fury of astonishment. Syme, like a man who has
thrown his life and fortune on the table, leaned forward with a
fiery face. The Doctor did not move.

For a few seconds there was a silence in which one could hear a
pin drop, split once by the single hoot of a distant steamer on the
Thames. Then Dr. Bull rose slowly, still smiling, and took off his
spectacles.

Syme sprang to his feet, stepping backwards a little, like a
chemical lecturer from a successful explosion. His eyes were like
stars, and for an instant he could only point without speaking.

The Professor had also started to his feet, forgetful of his
supposed paralysis. He leant on the back of the chair and stared
doubtfully at Dr. Bull, as if the Doctor had been turned into a
toad before his eyes. And indeed it was almost as great a
transformation scene.

The two detectives saw sitting in the chair before them a very
boyish-looking young man, with very frank and happy hazel eyes, an
open expression, cockney clothes like those of a city clerk, and an
unquestionable breath about him of being very good and rather
commonplace. The smile was still there, but it might have been the
first smile of a baby.

"I knew I was a poet," cried Syme in a sort of ecstasy. "I knew
my intuition was as infallible as the Pope. It was the spectacles
that did it! It was all the spectacles. Given those beastly black
eyes, and all the rest of him his health and his jolly looks, made
him a live devil among dead ones."

"It certainly does make a queer difference," said the Professor
shakily. "But as regards the project of Dr. Bull—"

"Project be damned!" roared Syme, beside himself. "Look at him!
Look at his face, look at his collar, look at his blessed boots!
You don't suppose, do you, that that thing's an anarchist?"

"Syme!" cried the other in an apprehensive agony.

"Why, by God," said Syme, "I'll take the risk of that myself!
Dr. Bull, I am a police officer. There's my card," and he flung
down the blue card upon the table.

The Professor still feared that all was lost; but he was loyal.
He pulled out his own official card and put it beside his friend's.
Then the third man burst out laughing, and for the first time that
morning they heard his voice.

"I'm awfully glad you chaps have come so early," he said, with a
sort of schoolboy flippancy, "for we can all start for France
together. Yes, I'm in the force right enough," and he flicked a
blue card towards them lightly as a matter of form.

Clapping a brisk bowler on his head and resuming his goblin
glasses, the Doctor moved so quickly towards the door, that the
others instinctively followed him. Syme seemed a little distrait,
and as he passed under the doorway he suddenly struck his stick on
the stone passage so that it rang.

"But Lord God Almighty," he cried out, "if this is all right,
there were more damned detectives than there were damned dynamiters
at the damned Council!"

"We might have fought easily," said Bull; "we were four against
three."

The Professor was descending the stairs, but his voice came up
from below.

"No," said the voice, "we were not four against three—we were
not so lucky. We were four against One."

The others went down the stairs in silence.

The young man called Bull, with an innocent courtesy
characteristic of him, insisted on going last until they reached
the street; but there his own robust rapidity asserted itself
unconsciously, and he walked quickly on ahead towards a railway
inquiry office, talking to the others over his shoulder.

"It is jolly to get some pals," he said. "I've been half dead
with the jumps, being quite alone. I nearly flung my arms round
Gogol and embraced him, which would have been imprudent. I hope you
won't despise me for having been in a blue funk."

"All the blue devils in blue hell," said Syme, "contributed to
my blue funk! But the worst devil was you and your infernal
goggles."

The young man laughed delightedly.

"Wasn't it a rag?" he said. "Such a simple idea—not my own. I
haven't got the brains. You see, I wanted to go into the detective
service, especially the anti-dynamite business. But for that
purpose they wanted someone to dress up as a dynamiter; and they
all swore by blazes that I could never look like a dynamiter. They
said my very walk was respectable, and that seen from behind I
looked like the British Constitution. They said I looked too
healthy and too optimistic, and too reliable and benevolent; they
called me all sorts of names at Scotland Yard. They said that if I
had been a criminal, I might have made my fortune by looking so
like an honest man; but as I had the misfortune to be an honest
man, there was not even the remotest chance of my assisting them by
ever looking like a criminal. But as last I was brought before some
old josser who was high up in the force, and who seemed to have no
end of a head on his shoulders. And there the others all talked
hopelessly. One asked whether a bushy beard would hide my nice
smile; another said that if they blacked my face I might look like
a negro anarchist; but this old chap chipped in with a most
extraordinary remark. 'A pair of smoked spectacles will do it,' he
said positively. 'Look at him now; he looks like an angelic office
boy. Put him on a pair of smoked spectacles, and children will
scream at the sight of him.' And so it was, by George! When once my
eyes were covered, all the rest, smile and big shoulders and short
hair, made me look a perfect little devil. As I say, it was simple
enough when it was done, like miracles; but that wasn't the really
miraculous part of it. There was one really staggering thing about
the business, and my head still turns at it."

"What was that?" asked Syme.

"I'll tell you," answered the man in spectacles. "This big pot
in the police who sized me up so that he knew how the goggles would
go with my hair and socks—by God, he never saw me at all!"

Syme's eyes suddenly flashed on him.

"How was that?" he asked. "I thought you talked to him."

"So I did," said Bull brightly; "but we talked in a pitch-dark
room like a coalcellar. There, you would never have guessed
that."

"I could not have conceived it," said Syme gravely.

"It is indeed a new idea," said the Professor.

Their new ally was in practical matters a whirlwind. At the
inquiry office he asked with businesslike brevity about the trains
for Dover. Having got his information, he bundled the company into
a cab, and put them and himself inside a railway carriage before
they had properly realised the breathless process. They were
already on the Calais boat before conversation flowed freely.

"I had already arranged," he explained, "to go to France for my
lunch; but I am delighted to have someone to lunch with me. You
see, I had to send that beast, the Marquis, over with his bomb,
because the President had his eye on me, though God knows how. I'll
tell you the story some day. It was perfectly choking. Whenever I
tried to slip out of it I saw the President somewhere, smiling out
of the bow-window of a club, or taking off his hat to me from the
top of an omnibus. I tell you, you can say what you like, that
fellow sold himself to the devil; he can be in six places at
once."

"So you sent the Marquis off, I understand," asked the
Professor. "Was it long ago? Shall we be in time to catch him?"

"Yes," answered the new guide, "I've timed it all. He'll still
be at Calais when we arrive."

"But when we do catch him at Calais," said the Professor, "what
are we going to do?"

At this question the countenance of Dr. Bull fell for the first
time. He reflected a little, and then said—

"Theoretically, I suppose, we ought to call the police."

"Not I," said Syme. "Theoretically I ought to drown myself
first. I promised a poor fellow, who was a real modern pessimist,
on my word of honour not to tell the police. I'm no hand at
casuistry, but I can't break my word to a modern pessimist. It's
like breaking one's word to a child."

"I'm in the same boat," said the Professor. "I tried to tell the
police and I couldn't, because of some silly oath I took. You see,
when I was an actor I was a sort of all-round beast. Perjury or
treason is the only crime I haven't committed. If I did that I
shouldn't know the difference between right and wrong."

"I've been through all that," said Dr. Bull, "and I've made up
my mind. I gave my promise to the Secretary—you know him, man who
smiles upside down. My friends, that man is the most utterly
unhappy man that was ever human. It may be his digestion, or his
conscience, or his nerves, or his philosophy of the universe, but
he's damned, he's in hell! Well, I can't turn on a man like that,
and hunt him down. It's like whipping a leper. I may be mad, but
that's how I feel; and there's jolly well the end of it."

"I don't think you're mad," said Syme. "I knew you would decide
like that when first you—"

"Eh?" said Dr. Bull.

"When first you took off your spectacles."

Dr. Bull smiled a little, and strolled across the deck to look
at the sunlit sea. Then he strolled back again, kicking his heels
carelessly, and a companionable silence fell between the three
men.

"Well," said Syme, "it seems that we have all the same kind of
morality or immorality, so we had better face the fact that comes
of it."

"Yes," assented the Professor, "you're quite right; and we must
hurry up, for I can see the Grey Nose standing out from
France."

"The fact that comes of it," said Syme seriously, "is this, that
we three are alone on this planet. Gogol has gone, God knows where;
perhaps the President has smashed him like a fly. On the Council we
are three men against three, like the Romans who held the bridge.
But we are worse off than that, first because they can appeal to
their organization and we cannot appeal to ours, and second
because—"

"Because one of those other three men," said the Professor, "is
not a man."

Syme nodded and was silent for a second or two, then he
said—

"My idea is this. We must do something to keep the Marquis in
Calais till tomorrow midday. I have turned over twenty schemes in
my head. We cannot denounce him as a dynamiter; that is agreed. We
cannot get him detained on some trivial charge, for we should have
to appear; he knows us, and he would smell a rat. We cannot pretend
to keep him on anarchist business; he might swallow much in that
way, but not the notion of stopping in Calais while the Czar went
safely through Paris. We might try to kidnap him, and lock him up
ourselves; but he is a well-known man here. He has a whole
bodyguard of friends; he is very strong and brave, and the event is
doubtful. The only thing I can see to do is actually to take
advantage of the very things that are in the Marquis's favour. I am
going to profit by the fact that he is a highly respected nobleman.
I am going to profit by the fact that he has many friends and moves
in the best society."

"What the devil are you talking about?" asked the Professor.

"The Symes are first mentioned in the fourteenth century," said
Syme; "but there is a tradition that one of them rode behind Bruce
at Bannockburn. Since 1350 the tree is quite clear."

"He's gone off his head," said the little Doctor, staring.

"Our bearings," continued Syme calmly, "are 'argent a chevron
gules charged with three cross crosslets of the field.' The motto
varies."

The Professor seized Syme roughly by the waistcoat.

"We are just inshore," he said. "Are you seasick or joking in
the wrong place?"

"My remarks are almost painfully practical," answered Syme, in
an unhurried manner. "The house of St. Eustache also is very
ancient. The Marquis cannot deny that he is a gentleman. He cannot
deny that I am a gentleman. And in order to put the matter of my
social position quite beyond a doubt, I propose at the earliest
opportunity to knock his hat off. But here we are in the
harbour."

They went on shore under the strong sun in a sort of daze. Syme,
who had now taken the lead as Bull had taken it in London, led them
along a kind of marine parade until he came to some cafes,
embowered in a bulk of greenery and overlooking the sea. As he went
before them his step was slightly swaggering, and he swung his
stick like a sword. He was making apparently for the extreme end of
the line of cafes, but he stopped abruptly. With a sharp gesture he
motioned them to silence, but he pointed with one gloved finger to
a cafe table under a bank of flowering foliage at which sat the
Marquis de St. Eustache, his teeth shining in his thick, black
beard, and his bold, brown face shadowed by a light yellow straw
hat and outlined against the violet sea.











Chapter 10
THE DUEL


SYME sat down at a cafe table with his companions, his blue eyes
sparkling like the bright sea below, and ordered a bottle of Saumur
with a pleased impatience. He was for some reason in a condition of
curious hilarity. His spirits were already unnaturally high; they
rose as the Saumur sank, and in half an hour his talk was a torrent
of nonsense. He professed to be making out a plan of the
conversation which was going to ensue between himself and the
deadly Marquis. He jotted it down wildly with a pencil. It was
arranged like a printed catechism, with questions and answers, and
was delivered with an extraordinary rapidity of utterance.

"I shall approach. Before taking off his hat, I shall take off
my own. I shall say, 'The Marquis de Saint Eustache, I believe.' He
will say, 'The celebrated Mr. Syme, I presume.' He will say in the
most exquisite French, 'How are you?' I shall reply in the most
exquisite Cockney, 'Oh, just the Syme—'"

"Oh, shut it," said the man in spectacles. "Pull yourself
together, and chuck away that bit of paper. What are you really
going to do?"

"But it was a lovely catechism," said Syme pathetically. "Do let
me read it you. It has only forty-three questions and answers, and
some of the Marquis's answers are wonderfully witty. I like to be
just to my enemy."

"But what's the good of it all?" asked Dr. Bull in
exasperation.

"It leads up to my challenge, don't you see," said Syme,
beaming. "When the Marquis has given the thirty-ninth reply, which
runs—"

"Has it by any chance occurred to you," asked the Professor,
with a ponderous simplicity, "that the Marquis may not say all the
forty-three things you have put down for him? In that case, I
understand, your own epigrams may appear somewhat more forced."

Syme struck the table with a radiant face.

"Why, how true that is," he said, "and I never thought of it.
Sir, you have an intellect beyond the common. You will make a
name."

"Oh, you're as drunk as an owl!" said the Doctor.

"It only remains," continued Syme quite unperturbed, "to adopt
some other method of breaking the ice (if I may so express it)
between myself and the man I wish to kill. And since the course of
a dialogue cannot be predicted by one of its parties alone (as you
have pointed out with such recondite acumen), the only thing to be
done, I suppose, is for the one party, as far as possible, to do
all the dialogue by himself. And so I will, by George!" And he
stood up suddenly, his yellow hair blowing in the slight sea
breeze.

A band was playing in a cafe chantant hidden somewhere among the
trees, and a woman had just stopped singing. On Syme's heated head
the bray of the brass band seemed like the jar and jingle of that
barrel-organ in Leicester Square, to the tune of which he had once
stood up to die. He looked across to the little table where the
Marquis sat. The man had two companions now, solemn Frenchmen in
frock-coats and silk hats, one of them with the red rosette of the
Legion of Honour, evidently people of a solid social position.
Besides these black, cylindrical costumes, the Marquis, in his
loose straw hat and light spring clothes, looked Bohemian and even
barbaric; but he looked the Marquis. Indeed, one might say that he
looked the king, with his animal elegance, his scornful eyes, and
his proud head lifted against the purple sea. But he was no
Christian king, at any rate; he was, rather, some swarthy despot,
half Greek, half Asiatic, who in the days when slavery seemed
natural looked down on the Mediterranean, on his galley and his
groaning slaves. Just so, Syme thought, would the brown-gold face
of such a tyrant have shown against the dark green olives and the
burning blue.

"Are you going to address the meeting?" asked the Professor
peevishly, seeing that Syme still stood up without moving.

Syme drained his last glass of sparkling wine.

"I am," he said, pointing across to the Marquis and his
companions, "that meeting. That meeting displeases me. I am going
to pull that meeting's great ugly, mahogany-coloured nose."

He stepped across swiftly, if not quite steadily. The Marquis,
seeing him, arched his black Assyrian eyebrows in surprise, but
smiled politely.

"You are Mr. Syme, I think," he said.

Syme bowed.

"And you are the Marquis de Saint Eustache," he said gracefully.
"Permit me to pull your nose."

He leant over to do so, but the Marquis started backwards,
upsetting his chair, and the two men in top hats held Syme back by
the shoulders.

"This man has insulted me!" said Syme, with gestures of
explanation.

"Insulted you?" cried the gentleman with the red rosette,
"when?"

"Oh, just now," said Syme recklessly. "He insulted my
mother."

"Insulted your mother!" exclaimed the gentleman
incredulously.

"Well, anyhow," said Syme, conceding a point, "my aunt."

"But how can the Marquis have insulted your aunt just now?" said
the second gentleman with some legitimate wonder. "He has been
sitting here all the time."

"Ah, it was what he said!" said Syme darkly.

"I said nothing at all," said the Marquis, "except something
about the band. I only said that I liked Wagner played well."

"It was an allusion to my family," said Syme firmly. "My aunt
played Wagner badly. It was a painful subject. We are always being
insulted about it."

"This seems most extraordinary," said the gentleman who was
decore, looking doubtfully at the Marquis.

"Oh, I assure you," said Syme earnestly, "the whole of your
conversation was simply packed with sinister allusions to my aunt's
weaknesses."

"This is nonsense!" said the second gentleman. "I for one have
said nothing for half an hour except that I liked the singing of
that girl with black hair."

"Well, there you are again!" said Syme indignantly. "My aunt's
was red."

"It seems to me," said the other, "that you are simply seeking a
pretext to insult the Marquis."

"By George!" said Syme, facing round and looking at him, "what a
clever chap you are!"

The Marquis started up with eyes flaming like a tiger's.

"Seeking a quarrel with me!" he cried. "Seeking a fight with me!
By God! there was never a man who had to seek long. These gentlemen
will perhaps act for me. There are still four hours of daylight.
Let us fight this evening."

Syme bowed with a quite beautiful graciousness.

"Marquis," he said, "your action is worthy of your fame and
blood. Permit me to consult for a moment with the gentlemen in
whose hands I shall place myself."

In three long strides he rejoined his companions, and they, who
had seen his champagne-inspired attack and listened to his idiotic
explanations, were quite startled at the look of him. For now that
he came back to them he was quite sober, a little pale, and he
spoke in a low voice of passionate practicality.

"I have done it," he said hoarsely. "I have fixed a fight on the
beast. But look here, and listen carefully. There is no time for
talk. You are my seconds, and everything must come from you. Now
you must insist, and insist absolutely, on the duel coming off
after seven tomorrow, so as to give me the chance of preventing him
from catching the 7.45 for Paris. If he misses that he misses his
crime. He can't refuse to meet you on such a small point of time
and place. But this is what he will do. He will choose a field
somewhere near a wayside station, where he can pick up the train.
He is a very good swordsman, and he will trust to killing me in
time to catch it. But I can fence well too, and I think I can keep
him in play, at any rate, until the train is lost. Then perhaps he
may kill me to console his feelings. You understand? Very well
then, let me introduce you to some charming friends of mine," and
leading them quickly across the parade, he presented them to the
Marquis's seconds by two very aristocratic names of which they had
not previously heard.

Syme was subject to spasms of singular common sense, not
otherwise a part of his character. They were (as he said of his
impulse about the spectacles) poetic intuitions, and they sometimes
rose to the exaltation of prophecy.

He had correctly calculated in this case the policy of his
opponent. When the Marquis was informed by his seconds that Syme
could only fight in the morning, he must fully have realised that
an obstacle had suddenly arisen between him and his bomb-throwing
business in the capital. Naturally he could not explain this
objection to his friends, so he chose the course which Syme had
predicted. He induced his seconds to settle on a small meadow not
far from the railway, and he trusted to the fatality of the first
engagement.

When he came down very coolly to the field of honour, no one
could have guessed that he had any anxiety about a journey; his
hands were in his pockets, his straw hat on the back of his head,
his handsome face brazen in the sun. But it might have struck a
stranger as odd that there appeared in his train, not only his
seconds carrying the sword-case, but two of his servants carrying a
portmanteau and a luncheon basket.

Early as was the hour, the sun soaked everything in warmth, and
Syme was vaguely surprised to see so many spring flowers burning
gold and silver in the tall grass in which the whole company stood
almost knee-deep.

With the exception of the Marquis, all the men were in sombre
and solemn morning-dress, with hats like black chimney-pots; the
little Doctor especially, with the addition of his black
spectacles, looked like an undertaker in a farce. Syme could not
help feeling a comic contrast between this funereal church parade
of apparel and the rich and glistening meadow, growing wild flowers
everywhere. But, indeed, this comic contrast between the yellow
blossoms and the black hats was but a symbol of the tragic contrast
between the yellow blossoms and the black business. On his right
was a little wood; far away to his left lay the long curve of the
railway line, which he was, so to speak, guarding from the Marquis,
whose goal and escape it was. In front of him, behind the black
group of his opponents, he could see, like a tinted cloud, a small
almond bush in flower against the faint line of the sea.

The member of the Legion of Honour, whose name it seemed was
Colonel Ducroix, approached the Professor and Dr. Bull with great
politeness, and suggested that the play should terminate with the
first considerable hurt.

Dr. Bull, however, having been carefully coached by Syme upon
this point of policy, insisted, with great dignity and in very bad
French, that it should continue until one of the combatants was
disabled. Syme had made up his mind that he could avoid disabling
the Marquis and prevent the Marquis from disabling him for at least
twenty minutes. In twenty minutes the Paris train would have gone
by.

"To a man of the well-known skill and valour of Monsieur de St.
Eustache," said the Professor solemnly, "it must be a matter of
indifference which method is adopted, and our principal has strong
reasons for demanding the longer encounter, reasons the delicacy of
which prevent me from being explicit, but for the just and
honourable nature of which I can—"

"Peste!" broke from the Marquis behind, whose face had suddenly
darkened, "let us stop talking and begin," and he slashed off the
head of a tall flower with his stick.

Syme understood his rude impatience and instinctively looked
over his shoulder to see whether the train was coming in sight. But
there was no smoke on the horizon.

Colonel Ducroix knelt down and unlocked the case, taking out a
pair of twin swords, which took the sunlight and turned to two
streaks of white fire. He offered one to the Marquis, who snatched
it without ceremony, and another to Syme, who took it, bent it, and
poised it with as much delay as was consistent with dignity.

Then the Colonel took out another pair of blades, and taking one
himself and giving another to Dr. Bull, proceeded to place the
men.

Both combatants had thrown off their coats and waistcoats, and
stood sword in hand. The seconds stood on each side of the line of
fight with drawn swords also, but still sombre in their dark
frock-coats and hats. The principals saluted. The Colonel said
quietly, "Engage!" and the two blades touched and tingled.

When the jar of the joined iron ran up Syme's arm, all the
fantastic fears that have been the subject of this story fell from
him like dreams from a man waking up in bed. He remembered them
clearly and in order as mere delusions of the nerves—how the fear
of the Professor had been the fear of the tyrannic accidents of
nightmare, and how the fear of the Doctor had been the fear of the
airless vacuum of science. The first was the old fear that any
miracle might happen, the second the more hopeless modern fear that
no miracle can ever happen. But he saw that these fears were
fancies, for he found himself in the presence of the great fact of
the fear of death, with its coarse and pitiless common sense. He
felt like a man who had dreamed all night of falling over
precipices, and had woke up on the morning when he was to be
hanged. For as soon as he had seen the sunlight run down the
channel of his foe's foreshortened blade, and as soon as he had
felt the two tongues of steel touch, vibrating like two living
things, he knew that his enemy was a terrible fighter, and that
probably his last hour had come.

He felt a strange and vivid value in all the earth around him,
in the grass under his feet; he felt the love of life in all living
things. He could almost fancy that he heard the grass growing; he
could almost fancy that even as he stood fresh flowers were
springing up and breaking into blossom in the meadow—flowers blood
red and burning gold and blue, fulfilling the whole pageant of the
spring. And whenever his eyes strayed for a flash from the calm,
staring, hypnotic eyes of the Marquis, they saw the little tuft of
almond tree against the sky-line. He had the feeling that if by
some miracle he escaped he would be ready to sit for ever before
that almond tree, desiring nothing else in the world.

But while earth and sky and everything had the living beauty of
a thing lost, the other half of his head was as clear as glass, and
he was parrying his enemy's point with a kind of clockwork skill of
which he had hardly supposed himself capable. Once his enemy's
point ran along his wrist, leaving a slight streak of blood, but it
either was not noticed or was tacitly ignored. Every now and then
he riposted, and once or twice he could almost fancy that he felt
his point go home, but as there was no blood on blade or shirt he
supposed he was mistaken. Then came an interruption and a
change.

At the risk of losing all, the Marquis, interrupting his quiet
stare, flashed one glance over his shoulder at the line of railway
on his right. Then he turned on Syme a face transfigured to that of
a fiend, and began to fight as if with twenty weapons. The attack
came so fast and furious, that the one shining sword seemed a
shower of shining arrows. Syme had no chance to look at the
railway; but also he had no need. He could guess the reason of the
Marquis's sudden madness of battle—the Paris train was in
sight.

But the Marquis's morbid energy over-reached itself. Twice Syme,
parrying, knocked his opponent's point far out of the fighting
circle; and the third time his riposte was so rapid, that there was
no doubt about the hit this time. Syme's sword actually bent under
the weight of the Marquis's body, which it had pierced.

Syme was as certain that he had stuck his blade into his enemy
as a gardener that he has stuck his spade into the ground. Yet the
Marquis sprang back from the stroke without a stagger, and Syme
stood staring at his own sword-point like an idiot. There was no
blood on it at all.

There was an instant of rigid silence, and then Syme in his turn
fell furiously on the other, filled with a flaming curiosity. The
Marquis was probably, in a general sense, a better fencer than he,
as he had surmised at the beginning, but at the moment the Marquis
seemed distraught and at a disadvantage. He fought wildly and even
weakly, and he constantly looked away at the railway line, almost
as if he feared the train more than the pointed steel. Syme, on the
other hand, fought fiercely but still carefully, in an intellectual
fury, eager to solve the riddle of his own bloodless sword. For
this purpose, he aimed less at the Marquis's body, and more at his
throat and head. A minute and a half afterwards he felt his point
enter the man's neck below the jaw. It came out clean. Half mad, he
thrust again, and made what should have been a bloody scar on the
Marquis's cheek. But there was no scar.

For one moment the heaven of Syme again grew black with
supernatural terrors. Surely the man had a charmed life. But this
new spiritual dread was a more awful thing than had been the mere
spiritual topsy-turvydom symbolised by the paralytic who pursued
him. The Professor was only a goblin; this man was a devil—perhaps
he was the Devil! Anyhow, this was certain, that three times had a
human sword been driven into him and made no mark. When Syme had
that thought he drew himself up, and all that was good in him sang
high up in the air as a high wind sings in the trees. He thought of
all the human things in his story—of the Chinese lanterns in
Saffron Park, of the girl's red hair in the garden, of the honest,
beer-swilling sailors down by the dock, of his loyal companions
standing by. Perhaps he had been chosen as a champion of all these
fresh and kindly things to cross swords with the enemy of all
creation. "After all," he said to himself, "I am more than a devil;
I am a man. I can do the one thing which Satan himself cannot do—I
can die," and as the word went through his head, he heard a faint
and far-off hoot, which would soon be the roar of the Paris
train.

He fell to fighting again with a supernatural levity, like a
Mohammedan panting for Paradise. As the train came nearer and
nearer he fancied he could see people putting up the floral arches
in Paris; he joined in the growing noise and the glory of the great
Republic whose gate he was guarding against Hell. His thoughts rose
higher and higher with the rising roar of the train, which ended,
as if proudly, in a long and piercing whistle. The train
stopped.

Suddenly, to the astonishment of everyone the Marquis sprang
back quite out of sword reach and threw down his sword. The leap
was wonderful, and not the less wonderful because Syme had plunged
his sword a moment before into the man's thigh.

"Stop!" said the Marquis in a voice that compelled a momentary
obedience. "I want to say something."

"What is the matter?" asked Colonel Ducroix, staring. "Has there
been foul play?"

"There has been foul play somewhere," said Dr. Bull, who was a
little pale. "Our principal has wounded the Marquis four times at
least, and he is none the worse."

The Marquis put up his hand with a curious air of ghastly
patience.

"Please let me speak," he said. "It is rather important. Mr.
Syme," he continued, turning to his opponent, "we are fighting
today, if I remember right, because you expressed a wish (which I
thought irrational) to pull my nose. Would you oblige me by pulling
my nose now as quickly as possible? I have to catch a train."

"I protest that this is most irregular," said Dr. Bull
indignantly.

"It is certainly somewhat opposed to precedent," said Colonel
Ducroix, looking wistfully at his principal. "There is, I think,
one case on record (Captain Bellegarde and the Baron Zumpt) in
which the weapons were changed in the middle of the encounter at
the request of one of the combatants. But one can hardly call one's
nose a weapon."

"Will you or will you not pull my nose?" said the Marquis in
exasperation. "Come, come, Mr. Syme! You wanted to do it, do it!
You can have no conception of how important it is to me. Don't be
so selfish! Pull my nose at once, when I ask you!" and he bent
slightly forward with a fascinating smile. The Paris train, panting
and groaning, had grated into a little station behind the
neighbouring hill.

Syme had the feeling he had more than once had in these
adventures—the sense that a horrible and sublime wave lifted to
heaven was just toppling over. Walking in a world he half
understood, he took two paces forward and seized the Roman nose of
this remarkable nobleman. He pulled it hard, and it came off in his
hand.

He stood for some seconds with a foolish solemnity, with the
pasteboard proboscis still between his fingers, looking at it,
while the sun and the clouds and the wooded hills looked down upon
this imbecile scene.

The Marquis broke the silence in a loud and cheerful voice.

"If anyone has any use for my left eyebrow," he said, "he can
have it. Colonel Ducroix, do accept my left eyebrow! It's the kind
of thing that might come in useful any day," and he gravely tore
off one of his swarthy Assyrian brows, bringing about half his
brown forehead with it, and politely offered it to the Colonel, who
stood crimson and speechless with rage.

"If I had known," he spluttered, "that I was acting for a
poltroon who pads himself to fight—"

"Oh, I know, I know!" said the Marquis, recklessly throwing
various parts of himself right and left about the field. "You are
making a mistake; but it can't be explained just now. I tell you
the train has come into the station!"

"Yes," said Dr. Bull fiercely, "and the train shall go out of
the station. It shall go out without you. We know well enough for
what devil's work—"

The mysterious Marquis lifted his hands with a desperate
gesture. He was a strange scarecrow standing there in the sun with
half his old face peeled off, and half another face glaring and
grinning from underneath.

"Will you drive me mad?" he cried. "The train—"

"You shall not go by the train," said Syme firmly, and grasped
his sword.

The wild figure turned towards Syme, and seemed to be gathering
itself for a sublime effort before speaking.

"You great fat, blasted, blear-eyed, blundering, thundering,
brainless, Godforsaken, doddering, damned fool!" he said without
taking breath. "You great silly, pink-faced, towheaded turnip!
You—"

"You shall not go by this train," repeated Syme.

"And why the infernal blazes," roared the other, "should I want
to go by the train?"

"We know all," said the Professor sternly. "You are going to
Paris to throw a bomb!"

"Going to Jericho to throw a Jabberwock!" cried the other,
tearing his hair, which came off easily.

"Have you all got softening of the brain, that you don't realise
what I am? Did you really think I wanted to catch that train?
Twenty Paris trains might go by for me. Damn Paris trains!"

"Then what did you care about?" began the Professor.

"What did I care about? I didn't care about catching the train;
I cared about whether the train caught me, and now, by God! it has
caught me."

"I regret to inform you," said Syme with restraint, "that your
remarks convey no impression to my mind. Perhaps if you were to
remove the remains of your original forehead and some portion of
what was once your chin, your meaning would become clearer. Mental
lucidity fulfils itself in many ways. What do you mean by saying
that the train has caught you? It may be my literary fancy, but
somehow I feel that it ought to mean something."

"It means everything," said the other, "and the end of
everything. Sunday has us now in the hollow of his hand."

"Us!" repeated the Professor, as if stupefied. "What do you mean
by 'us'?"

"The police, of course!" said the Marquis, and tore off his
scalp and half his face.

The head which emerged was the blonde, well brushed,
smooth-haired head which is common in the English constabulary, but
the face was terribly pale.

"I am Inspector Ratcliffe," he said, with a sort of haste that
verged on harshness. "My name is pretty well known to the police,
and I can see well enough that you belong to them. But if there is
any doubt about my position, I have a card," and he began to pull a
blue card from his pocket.

The Professor gave a tired gesture.

"Oh, don't show it us," he said wearily; "we've got enough of
them to equip a paper-chase."

The little man named Bull, had, like many men who seem to be of
a mere vivacious vulgarity, sudden movements of good taste. Here he
certainly saved the situation. In the midst of this staggering
transformation scene he stepped forward with all the gravity and
responsibility of a second, and addressed the two seconds of the
Marquis.

"Gentlemen," he said, "we all owe you a serious apology; but I
assure you that you have not been made the victims of such a low
joke as you imagine, or indeed of anything undignified in a man of
honour. You have not wasted your time; you have helped to save the
world. We are not buffoons, but very desperate men at war with a
vast conspiracy. A secret society of anarchists is hunting us like
hares; not such unfortunate madmen as may here or there throw a
bomb through starvation or German philosophy, but a rich and
powerful and fanatical church, a church of eastern pessimism, which
holds it holy to destroy mankind like vermin. How hard they hunt us
you can gather from the fact that we are driven to such disguises
as those for which I apologise, and to such pranks as this one by
which you suffer."

The younger second of the Marquis, a short man with a black
moustache, bowed politely, and said—

"Of course, I accept the apology; but you will in your turn
forgive me if I decline to follow you further into your
difficulties, and permit myself to say good morning! The sight of
an acquaintance and distinguished fellow-townsman coming to pieces
in the open air is unusual, and, upon the whole, sufficient for one
day. Colonel Ducroix, I would in no way influence your actions, but
if you feel with me that our present society is a little abnormal,
I am now going to walk back to the town."

Colonel Ducroix moved mechanically, but then tugged abruptly at
his white moustache and broke out—

"No, by George! I won't. If these gentlemen are really in a mess
with a lot of low wreckers like that, I'll see them through it. I
have fought for France, and it is hard if I can't fight for
civilization."

Dr. Bull took off his hat and waved it, cheering as at a public
meeting.

"Don't make too much noise," said Inspector Ratcliffe, "Sunday
may hear you."

"Sunday!" cried Bull, and dropped his hat.

"Yes," retorted Ratcliffe, "he may be with them."

"With whom?" asked Syme.

"With the people out of that train," said the other.

"What you say seems utterly wild," began Syme. "Why, as a matter
of fact—But, my God," he cried out suddenly, like a man who sees an
explosion a long way off, "by God! if this is true the whole bally
lot of us on the Anarchist Council were against anarchy! Every born
man was a detective except the President and his personal
secretary. What can it mean?"

"Mean!" said the new policeman with incredible violence. "It
means that we are struck dead! Don't you know Sunday? Don't you
know that his jokes are always so big and simple that one has never
thought of them? Can you think of anything more like Sunday than
this, that he should put all his powerful enemies on the Supreme
Council, and then take care that it was not supreme? I tell you he
has bought every trust, he has captured every cable, he has control
of every railway line—especially of that railway line!" and he
pointed a shaking finger towards the small wayside station. "The
whole movement was controlled by him; half the world was ready to
rise for him. But there were just five people, perhaps, who would
have resisted him… and the old devil put them on the Supreme
Council, to waste their time in watching each other. Idiots that we
are, he planned the whole of our idiocies! Sunday knew that the
Professor would chase Syme through London, and that Syme would
fight me in France. And he was combining great masses of capital,
and seizing great lines of telegraphy, while we five idiots were
running after each other like a lot of confounded babies playing
blind man's buff."

"Well?" asked Syme with a sort of steadiness.

"Well," replied the other with sudden serenity, "he has found us
playing blind man's buff today in a field of great rustic beauty
and extreme solitude. He has probably captured the world; it only
remains to him to capture this field and all the fools in it. And
since you really want to know what was my objection to the arrival
of that train, I will tell you. My objection was that Sunday or his
Secretary has just this moment got out of it."

Syme uttered an involuntary cry, and they all turned their eyes
towards the far-off station. It was quite true that a considerable
bulk of people seemed to be moving in their direction. But they
were too distant to be distinguished in any way.

"It was a habit of the late Marquis de St. Eustache," said the
new policeman, producing a leather case, "always to carry a pair of
opera glasses. Either the President or the Secretary is coming
after us with that mob. They have caught us in a nice quiet place
where we are under no temptations to break our oaths by calling the
police. Dr. Bull, I have a suspicion that you will see better
through these than through your own highly decorative
spectacles."

He handed the field-glasses to the Doctor, who immediately took
off his spectacles and put the apparatus to his eyes.

"It cannot be as bad as you say," said the Professor, somewhat
shaken. "There are a good number of them certainly, but they may
easily be ordinary tourists."

"Do ordinary tourists," asked Bull, with the fieldglasses to his
eyes, "wear black masks half-way down the face?"

Syme almost tore the glasses out of his hand, and looked through
them. Most men in the advancing mob really looked ordinary enough;
but it was quite true that two or three of the leaders in front
wore black half-masks almost down to their mouths. This disguise is
very complete, especially at such a distance, and Syme found it
impossible to conclude anything from the clean-shaven jaws and
chins of the men talking in the front. But presently as they talked
they all smiled and one of them smiled on one side.











Chapter 11
THE CRIMINALS CHASE THE POLICE


SYME put the field-glasses from his eyes with an almost ghastly
relief.

"The President is not with them, anyhow," he said, and wiped his
forehead.

"But surely they are right away on the horizon," said the
bewildered Colonel, blinking and but half recovered from Bull's
hasty though polite explanation. "Could you possibly know your
President among all those people?"

"Could I know a white elephant among all those people!" answered
Syme somewhat irritably. "As you very truly say, they are on the
horizon; but if he were walking with them… by God! I believe this
ground would shake."

After an instant's pause the new man called Ratcliffe said with
gloomy decision—

"Of course the President isn't with them. I wish to Gemini he
were. Much more likely the President is riding in triumph through
Paris, or sitting on the ruins of St. Paul's Cathedral."

"This is absurd!" said Syme. "Something may have happened in our
absence; but he cannot have carried the world with a rush like
that. It is quite true," he added, frowning dubiously at the
distant fields that lay towards the little station, "it is
certainly true that there seems to be a crowd coming this way; but
they are not all the army that you make out."

"Oh, they," said the new detective contemptuously; "no they are
not a very valuable force. But let me tell you frankly that they
are precisely calculated to our value—we are not much, my boy, in
Sunday's universe. He has got hold of all the cables and telegraphs
himself. But to kill the Supreme Council he regards as a trivial
matter, like a post card; it may be left to his private secretary,"
and he spat on the grass.

Then he turned to the others and said somewhat austerely—

"There is a great deal to be said for death; but if anyone has
any preference for the other alternative, I strongly advise him to
walk after me."

With these words, he turned his broad back and strode with
silent energy towards the wood. The others gave one glance over
their shoulders, and saw that the dark cloud of men had detached
itself from the station and was moving with a mysterious discipline
across the plain. They saw already, even with the naked eye, black
blots on the foremost faces, which marked the masks they wore. They
turned and followed their leader, who had already struck the wood,
and disappeared among the twinkling trees.

The sun on the grass was dry and hot. So in plunging into the
wood they had a cool shock of shadow, as of divers who plunge into
a dim pool. The inside of the wood was full of shattered sunlight
and shaken shadows. They made a sort of shuddering veil, almost
recalling the dizziness of a cinematograph. Even the solid figures
walking with him Syme could hardly see for the patterns of sun and
shade that danced upon them. Now a man's head was lit as with a
light of Rembrandt, leaving all else obliterated; now again he had
strong and staring white hands with the face of a negro. The
ex-Marquis had pulled the old straw hat over his eyes, and the
black shade of the brim cut his face so squarely in two that it
seemed to be wearing one of the black half-masks of their pursuers.
The fancy tinted Syme's overwhelming sense of wonder. Was he
wearing a mask? Was anyone wearing a mask? Was anyone anything?
This wood of witchery, in which men's faces turned black and white
by turns, in which their figures first swelled into sunlight and
then faded into formless night, this mere chaos of chiaroscuro
(after the clear daylight outside), seemed to Syme a perfect symbol
of the world in which he had been moving for three days, this world
where men took off their beards and their spectacles and their
noses, and turned into other people. That tragic self-confidence
which he had felt when he believed that the Marquis was a devil had
strangely disappeared now that he knew that the Marquis was a
friend. He felt almost inclined to ask after all these
bewilderments what was a friend and what an enemy. Was there
anything that was apart from what it seemed? The Marquis had taken
off his nose and turned out to be a detective. Might he not just as
well take off his head and turn out to be a hobgoblin? Was not
everything, after all, like this bewildering woodland, this dance
of dark and light? Everything only a glimpse, the glimpse always
unforeseen, and always forgotten. For Gabriel Syme had found in the
heart of that sun-splashed wood what many modern painters had found
there. He had found the thing which the modern people call
Impressionism, which is another name for that final scepticism
which can find no floor to the universe.

As a man in an evil dream strains himself to scream and wake,
Syme strove with a sudden effort to fling off this last and worst
of his fancies. With two impatient strides he overtook the man in
the Marquis's straw hat, the man whom he had come to address as
Ratcliffe. In a voice exaggeratively loud and cheerful, he broke
the bottomless silence and made conversation.

"May I ask," he said, "where on earth we are all going to?"

So genuine had been the doubts of his soul, that he was quite
glad to hear his companion speak in an easy, human voice.

"We must get down through the town of Lancy to the sea," he
said. "I think that part of the country is least likely to be with
them."

"What can you mean by all this?" cried Syme. "They can't be
running the real world in that way. Surely not many working men are
anarchists, and surely if they were, mere mobs could not beat
modern armies and police."

"Mere mobs!" repeated his new friend with a snort of scorn. "So
you talk about mobs and the working classes as if they were the
question. You've got that eternal idiotic idea that if anarchy came
it would come from the poor. Why should it? The poor have been
rebels, but they have never been anarchists; they have more
interest than anyone else in there being some decent government.
The poor man really has a stake in the country. The rich man
hasn't; he can go away to New Guinea in a yacht. The poor have
sometimes objected to being governed badly; the rich have always
objected to being governed at all. Aristocrats were always
anarchists, as you can see from the barons' wars."

"As a lecture on English history for the little ones," said
Syme, "this is all very nice; but I have not yet grasped its
application."

"Its application is," said his informant, "that most of old
Sunday's right-hand men are South African and American
millionaires. That is why he has got hold of all the
communications; and that is why the last four champions of the
anti-anarchist police force are running through a wood like
rabbits."

"Millionaires I can understand," said Syme thoughtfully, "they
are nearly all mad. But getting hold of a few wicked old gentlemen
with hobbies is one thing; getting hold of great Christian nations
is another. I would bet the nose off my face (forgive the allusion)
that Sunday would stand perfectly helpless before the task of
converting any ordinary healthy person anywhere."

"Well," said the other, "it rather depends what sort of person
you mean."

"Well, for instance," said Syme, "he could never convert that
person," and he pointed straight in front of him.

They had come to an open space of sunlight, which seemed to
express to Syme the final return of his own good sense; and in the
middle of this forest clearing was a figure that might well stand
for that common sense in an almost awful actuality. Burnt by the
sun and stained with perspiration, and grave with the bottomless
gravity of small necessary toils, a heavy French peasant was
cutting wood with a hatchet. His cart stood a few yards off,
already half full of timber; and the horse that cropped the grass
was, like his master, valorous but not desperate; like his master,
he was even prosperous, but yet was almost sad. The man was a
Norman, taller than the average of the French and very angular; and
his swarthy figure stood dark against a square of sunlight, almost
like some allegoric figure of labour frescoed on a ground of
gold.

"Mr. Syme is saying," called out Ratcliffe to the French
Colonel, "that this man, at least, will never be an anarchist."

"Mr. Syme is right enough there," answered Colonel Ducroix,
laughing, "if only for the reason that he has plenty of property to
defend. But I forgot that in your country you are not used to
peasants being wealthy."

"He looks poor," said Dr. Bull doubtfully.

"Quite so," said the Colonel; "that is why he is rich."

"I have an idea," called out Dr. Bull suddenly; "how much would
he take to give us a lift in his cart? Those dogs are all on foot,
and we could soon leave them behind."

"Oh, give him anything!" said Syme eagerly. "I have piles of
money on me."

"That will never do," said the Colonel; "he will never have any
respect for you unless you drive a bargain."

"Oh, if he haggles!" began Bull impatiently.

"He haggles because he is a free man," said the other. "You do
not understand; he would not see the meaning of generosity. He is
not being tipped."

And even while they seemed to hear the heavy feet of their
strange pursuers behind them, they had to stand and stamp while the
French Colonel talked to the French wood-cutter with all the
leisurely badinage and bickering of market-day. At the end of the
four minutes, however, they saw that the Colonel was right, for the
wood-cutter entered into their plans, not with the vague servility
of a tout too-well paid, but with the seriousness of a solicitor
who had been paid the proper fee. He told them that the best thing
they could do was to make their way down to the little inn on the
hills above Lancy, where the innkeeper, an old soldier who had
become devout in his latter years, would be certain to sympathise
with them, and even to take risks in their support. The whole
company, therefore, piled themselves on top of the stacks of wood,
and went rocking in the rude cart down the other and steeper side
of the woodland. Heavy and ramshackle as was the vehicle, it was
driven quickly enough, and they soon had the exhilarating
impression of distancing altogether those, whoever they were, who
were hunting them. For, after all, the riddle as to where the
anarchists had got all these followers was still unsolved. One
man's presence had sufficed for them; they had fled at the first
sight of the deformed smile of the Secretary. Syme every now and
then looked back over his shoulder at the army on their track.

As the wood grew first thinner and then smaller with distance,
he could see the sunlit slopes beyond it and above it; and across
these was still moving the square black mob like one monstrous
beetle. In the very strong sunlight and with his own very strong
eyes, which were almost telescopic, Syme could see this mass of men
quite plainly. He could see them as separate human figures; but he
was increasingly surprised by the way in which they moved as one
man. They seemed to be dressed in dark clothes and plain hats, like
any common crowd out of the streets; but they did not spread and
sprawl and trail by various lines to the attack, as would be
natural in an ordinary mob. They moved with a sort of dreadful and
wicked woodenness, like a staring army of automatons.

Syme pointed this out to Ratcliffe.

"Yes," replied the policeman, "that's discipline. That's Sunday.
He is perhaps five hundred miles off, but the fear of him is on all
of them, like the finger of God. Yes, they are walking regularly;
and you bet your boots that they are talking regularly, yes, and
thinking regularly. But the one important thing for us is that they
are disappearing regularly."

Syme nodded. It was true that the black patch of the pursuing
men was growing smaller and smaller as the peasant belaboured his
horse.

The level of the sunlit landscape, though flat as a whole, fell
away on the farther side of the wood in billows of heavy slope
towards the sea, in a way not unlike the lower slopes of the Sussex
downs. The only difference was that in Sussex the road would have
been broken and angular like a little brook, but here the white
French road fell sheer in front of them like a waterfall. Down this
direct descent the cart clattered at a considerable angle, and in a
few minutes, the road growing yet steeper, they saw below them the
little harbour of Lancy and a great blue arc of the sea. The
travelling cloud of their enemies had wholly disappeared from the
horizon.

The horse and cart took a sharp turn round a clump of elms, and
the horse's nose nearly struck the face of an old gentleman who was
sitting on the benches outside the little cafe of "Le Soleil d'Or."
The peasant grunted an apology, and got down from his seat. The
others also descended one by one, and spoke to the old gentleman
with fragmentary phrases of courtesy, for it was quite evident from
his expansive manner that he was the owner of the little
tavern.

He was a white-haired, apple-faced old boy, with sleepy eyes and
a grey moustache; stout, sedentary, and very innocent, of a type
that may often be found in France, but is still commoner in
Catholic Germany. Everything about him, his pipe, his pot of beer,
his flowers, and his beehive, suggested an ancestral peace; only
when his visitors looked up as they entered the inn-parlour, they
saw the sword upon the wall.

The Colonel, who greeted the innkeeper as an old friend, passed
rapidly into the inn-parlour, and sat down ordering some ritual
refreshment. The military decision of his action interested Syme,
who sat next to him, and he took the opportunity when the old
innkeeper had gone out of satisfying his curiosity.

"May I ask you, Colonel," he said in a low voice, "why we have
come here?"

Colonel Ducroix smiled behind his bristly white moustache.

"For two reasons, sir," he said; "and I will give first, not the
most important, but the most utilitarian. We came here because this
is the only place within twenty miles in which we can get
horses."

"Horses!" repeated Syme, looking up quickly.

"Yes," replied the other; "if you people are really to distance
your enemies it is horses or nothing for you, unless of course you
have bicycles and motor-cars in your pocket."

"And where do you advise us to make for?" asked Syme
doubtfully.

"Beyond question," replied the Colonel, "you had better make all
haste to the police station beyond the town. My friend, whom I
seconded under somewhat deceptive circumstances, seems to me to
exaggerate very much the possibilities of a general rising; but
even he would hardly maintain, I suppose, that you were not safe
with the gendarmes."

Syme nodded gravely; then he said abruptly—

"And your other reason for coming here?"

"My other reason for coming here," said Ducroix soberly, "is
that it is just as well to see a good man or two when one is
possibly near to death."

Syme looked up at the wall, and saw a crudely-painted and
pathetic religious picture. Then he said—

"You are right," and then almost immediately afterwards, "Has
anyone seen about the horses?"

"Yes," answered Ducroix, "you may be quite certain that I gave
orders the moment I came in. Those enemies of yours gave no
impression of hurry, but they were really moving wonderfully fast,
like a well-trained army. I had no idea that the anarchists had so
much discipline. You have not a moment to waste."

Almost as he spoke, the old innkeeper with the blue eyes and
white hair came ambling into the room, and announced that six
horses were saddled outside.

By Ducroix's advice the five others equipped themselves with
some portable form of food and wine, and keeping their duelling
swords as the only weapons available, they clattered away down the
steep, white road. The two servants, who had carried the Marquis's
luggage when he was a marquis, were left behind to drink at the
cafe by common consent, and not at all against their own
inclination.

By this time the afternoon sun was slanting westward, and by its
rays Syme could see the sturdy figure of the old innkeeper growing
smaller and smaller, but still standing and looking after them
quite silently, the sunshine in his silver hair. Syme had a fixed,
superstitious fancy, left in his mind by the chance phrase of the
Colonel, that this was indeed, perhaps, the last honest stranger
whom he should ever see upon the earth.

He was still looking at this dwindling figure, which stood as a
mere grey blot touched with a white flame against the great green
wall of the steep down behind him. And as he stared over the top of
the down behind the innkeeper, there appeared an army of black-clad
and marching men. They seemed to hang above the good man and his
house like a black cloud of locusts. The horses had been saddled
none too soon.











Chapter 12
THE EARTH IN ANARCHY


URGING the horses to a gallop, without respect to the rather
rugged descent of the road, the horsemen soon regained their
advantage over the men on the march, and at last the bulk of the
first buildings of Lancy cut off the sight of their pursuers.
Nevertheless, the ride had been a long one, and by the time they
reached the real town the west was warming with the colour and
quality of sunset. The Colonel suggested that, before making
finally for the police station, they should make the effort, in
passing, to attach to themselves one more individual who might be
useful.

"Four out of the five rich men in this town," he said, "are
common swindlers. I suppose the proportion is pretty equal all over
the world. The fifth is a friend of mine, and a very fine fellow;
and what is even more important from our point of view, he owns a
motor-car."

"I am afraid," said the Professor in his mirthful way, looking
back along the white road on which the black, crawling patch might
appear at any moment, "I am afraid we have hardly time for
afternoon calls."

"Doctor Renard's house is only three minutes off," said the
Colonel.

"Our danger," said Dr. Bull, "is not two minutes off."

"Yes," said Syme, "if we ride on fast we must leave them behind,
for they are on foot."

"He has a motor-car," said the Colonel.

"But we may not get it," said Bull.

"Yes, he is quite on your side."

"But he might be out."

"Hold your tongue," said Syme suddenly. "What is that
noise?"

For a second they all sat as still as equestrian statues, and
for a second—for two or three or four seconds—heaven and earth
seemed equally still. Then all their ears, in an agony of
attention, heard along the road that indescribable thrill and throb
that means only one thing—horses!

The Colonel's face had an instantaneous change, as if lightning
had struck it, and yet left it scatheless.

"They have done us," he said, with brief military irony.
"Prepare to receive cavalry!"

"Where can they have got the horses?" asked Syme, as he
mechanically urged his steed to a canter.

The Colonel was silent for a little, then he said in a strained
voice—

"I was speaking with strict accuracy when I said that the
'Soleil d'Or' was the only place where one can get horses within
twenty miles."

"No!" said Syme violently, "I don't believe he'd do it. Not with
all that white hair."

"He may have been forced," said the Colonel gently. "They must
be at least a hundred strong, for which reason we are all going to
see my friend Renard, who has a motor-car."

With these words he swung his horse suddenly round a street
corner, and went down the street with such thundering speed, that
the others, though already well at the gallop, had difficulty in
following the flying tail of his horse.

Dr. Renard inhabited a high and comfortable house at the top of
a steep street, so that when the riders alighted at his door they
could once more see the solid green ridge of the hill, with the
white road across it, standing up above all the roofs of the town.
They breathed again to see that the road as yet was clear, and they
rang the bell.

Dr. Renard was a beaming, brown-bearded man, a good example of
that silent but very busy professional class which France has
preserved even more perfectly than England. When the matter was
explained to him he pooh-poohed the panic of the ex-Marquis
altogether; he said, with the solid French scepticism, that there
was no conceivable probability of a general anarchist rising.
"Anarchy," he said, shrugging his shoulders, "it is
childishness!"

"Et ca," cried out the Colonel suddenly, pointing over the
other's shoulder, "and that is childishness, isn't it?"

They all looked round, and saw a curve of black cavalry come
sweeping over the top of the hill with all the energy of Attila.
Swiftly as they rode, however, the whole rank still kept well
together, and they could see the black vizards of the first line as
level as a line of uniforms. But although the main black square was
the same, though travelling faster, there was now one sensational
difference which they could see clearly upon the slope of the hill,
as if upon a slanted map. The bulk of the riders were in one block;
but one rider flew far ahead of the column, and with frantic
movements of hand and heel urged his horse faster and faster, so
that one might have fancied that he was not the pursuer but the
pursued. But even at that great distance they could see something
so fanatical, so unquestionable in his figure, that they knew it
was the Secretary himself. "I am sorry to cut short a cultured
discussion," said the Colonel, "but can you lend me your motor-car
now, in two minutes?"

"I have a suspicion that you are all mad," said Dr. Renard,
smiling sociably; "but God forbid that madness should in any way
interrupt friendship. Let us go round to the garage."

Dr. Renard was a mild man with monstrous wealth; his rooms were
like the Musee de Cluny, and he had three motor-cars. These,
however, he seemed to use very sparingly, having the simple tastes
of the French middle class, and when his impatient friends came to
examine them, it took them some time to assure themselves that one
of them even could be made to work. This with some difficulty they
brought round into the street before the Doctor's house. When they
came out of the dim garage they were startled to find that twilight
had already fallen with the abruptness of night in the tropics.
Either they had been longer in the place than they imagined, or
some unusual canopy of cloud had gathered over the town. They
looked down the steep streets, and seemed to see a slight mist
coming up from the sea.

"It is now or never," said Dr. Bull. "I hear horses."

"No," corrected the Professor, "a horse."

And as they listened, it was evident that the noise, rapidly
coming nearer on the rattling stones, was not the noise of the
whole cavalcade but that of the one horseman, who had left it far
behind—the insane Secretary.

Syme's family, like most of those who end in the simple life,
had once owned a motor, and he knew all about them. He had leapt at
once into the chauffeur's seat, and with flushed face was wrenching
and tugging at the disused machinery. He bent his strength upon one
handle, and then said quite quietly—

"I am afraid it's no go."

As he spoke, there swept round the corner a man rigid on his
rushing horse, with the rush and rigidity of an arrow. He had a
smile that thrust out his chin as if it were dislocated. He swept
alongside of the stationary car, into which its company had
crowded, and laid his hand on the front. It was the Secretary, and
his mouth went quite straight in the solemnity of triumph.

Syme was leaning hard upon the steering wheel, and there was no
sound but the rumble of the other pursuers riding into the town.
Then there came quite suddenly a scream of scraping iron, and the
car leapt forward. It plucked the Secretary clean out of his
saddle, as a knife is whipped out of its sheath, trailed him
kicking terribly for twenty yards, and left him flung flat upon the
road far in front of his frightened horse. As the car took the
corner of the street with a splendid curve, they could just see the
other anarchists filling the street and raising their fallen
leader.

"I can't understand why it has grown so dark," said the
Professor at last in a low voice.

"Going to be a storm, I think," said Dr. Bull. "I say, it's a
pity we haven't got a light on this car, if only to see by."

"We have," said the Colonel, and from the floor of the car he
fished up a heavy, old-fashioned, carved iron lantern with a light
inside it. It was obviously an antique, and it would seem as if its
original use had been in some way semi-religious, for there was a
rude moulding of a cross upon one of its sides.

"Where on earth did you get that?" asked the Professor.

"I got it where I got the car," answered the Colonel, chuckling,
"from my best friend. While our friend here was fighting with the
steering wheel, I ran up the front steps of the house and spoke to
Renard, who was standing in his own porch, you will remember. 'I
suppose,' I said, 'there's no time to get a lamp.' He looked up,
blinking amiably at the beautiful arched ceiling of his own front
hall. From this was suspended, by chains of exquisite ironwork,
this lantern, one of the hundred treasures of his treasure house.
By sheer force he tore the lamp out of his own ceiling, shattering
the painted panels, and bringing down two blue vases with his
violence. Then he handed me the iron lantern, and I put it in the
car. Was I not right when I said that Dr. Renard was worth
knowing?"

"You were," said Syme seriously, and hung the heavy lantern over
the front. There was a certain allegory of their whole position in
the contrast between the modern automobile and its strange
ecclesiastical lamp. Hitherto they had passed through the quietest
part of the town, meeting at most one or two pedestrians, who could
give them no hint of the peace or the hostility of the place. Now,
however, the windows in the houses began one by one to be lit up,
giving a greater sense of habitation and humanity. Dr. Bull turned
to the new detective who had led their flight, and permitted
himself one of his natural and friendly smiles.

"These lights make one feel more cheerful."

Inspector Ratcliffe drew his brows together.

"There is only one set of lights that make me more cheerful," he
said, "and they are those lights of the police station which I can
see beyond the town. Please God we may be there in ten
minutes."

Then all Bull's boiling good sense and optimism broke suddenly
out of him.

"Oh, this is all raving nonsense!" he cried. "If you really
think that ordinary people in ordinary houses are anarchists, you
must be madder than an anarchist yourself. If we turned and fought
these fellows, the whole town would fight for us."

"No," said the other with an immovable simplicity, "the whole
town would fight for them. We shall see."

While they were speaking the Professor had leant forward with
sudden excitement.

"What is that noise?" he said.

"Oh, the horses behind us, I suppose," said the Colonel. "I
thought we had got clear of them."

"The horses behind us! No," said the Professor, "it is not
horses, and it is not behind us."

Almost as he spoke, across the end of the street before them two
shining and rattling shapes shot past. They were gone almost in a
flash, but everyone could see that they were motor-cars, and the
Professor stood up with a pale face and swore that they were the
other two motor-cars from Dr. Renard's garage.

"I tell you they were his," he repeated, with wild eyes, "and
they were full of men in masks!"

"Absurd!" said the Colonel angrily. "Dr. Renard would never give
them his cars."

"He may have been forced," said Ratcliffe quietly. "The whole
town is on their side."

"You still believe that," asked the Colonel incredulously.

"You will all believe it soon," said the other with a hopeless
calm.

There was a puzzled pause for some little time, and then the
Colonel began again abruptly—

"No, I can't believe it. The thing is nonsense. The plain people
of a peaceable French town—"

He was cut short by a bang and a blaze of light, which seemed
close to his eyes. As the car sped on it left a floating patch of
white smoke behind it, and Syme had heard a shot shriek past his
ear.

"My God!" said the Colonel, "someone has shot at us."

"It need not interrupt conversation," said the gloomy Ratcliffe.
"Pray resume your remarks, Colonel. You were talking, I think,
about the plain people of a peaceable French town."

The staring Colonel was long past minding satire. He rolled his
eyes all round the street.

"It is extraordinary," he said, "most extraordinary."

"A fastidious person," said Syme, "might even call it
unpleasant. However, I suppose those lights out in the field beyond
this street are the Gendarmerie. We shall soon get there."

"No," said Inspector Ratcliffe, "we shall never get there."

He had been standing up and looking keenly ahead of him. Now he
sat down and smoothed his sleek hair with a weary gesture.

"What do you mean?" asked Bull sharply.

"I mean that we shall never get there," said the pessimist
placidly. "They have two rows of armed men across the road already;
I can see them from here. The town is in arms, as I said it was. I
can only wallow in the exquisite comfort of my own exactitude."

And Ratcliffe sat down comfortably in the car and lit a
cigarette, but the others rose excitedly and stared down the road.
Syme had slowed down the car as their plans became doubtful, and he
brought it finally to a standstill just at the corner of a side
street that ran down very steeply to the sea.

The town was mostly in shadow, but the sun had not sunk;
wherever its level light could break through, it painted everything
a burning gold. Up this side street the last sunset light shone as
sharp and narrow as the shaft of artificial light at the theatre.
It struck the car of the five friends, and lit it like a burning
chariot. But the rest of the street, especially the two ends of it,
was in the deepest twilight, and for some seconds they could see
nothing. Then Syme, whose eyes were the keenest, broke into a
little bitter whistle, and said,

"It is quite true. There is a crowd or an army or some such
thing across the end of that street."

"Well, if there is," said Bull impatiently, "it must be
something else—a sham fight or the mayor's birthday or something. I
cannot and will not believe that plain, jolly people in a place
like this walk about with dynamite in their pockets. Get on a bit,
Syme, and let us look at them."

The car crawled about a hundred yards farther, and then they
were all startled by Dr. Bull breaking into a high crow of
laughter.

"Why, you silly mugs!" he cried, "what did I tell you. That
crowd's as law-abiding as a cow, and if it weren't, it's on our
side."

"How do you know?" asked the professor, staring.

"You blind bat," cried Bull, "don't you see who is leading
them?"

They peered again, and then the Colonel, with a catch in his
voice, cried out—

"Why, it's Renard!"

There was, indeed, a rank of dim figures running across the
road, and they could not be clearly seen; but far enough in front
to catch the accident of the evening light was stalking up and down
the unmistakable Dr. Renard, in a white hat, stroking his long
brown beard, and holding a revolver in his left hand.

"What a fool I've been!" exclaimed the Colonel. "Of course, the
dear old boy has turned out to help us."

Dr. Bull was bubbling over with laughter, swinging the sword in
his hand as carelessly as a cane. He jumped out of the car and ran
across the intervening space, calling out—

"Dr. Renard! Dr. Renard!"

An instant after Syme thought his own eyes had gone mad in his
head. For the philanthropic Dr. Renard had deliberately raised his
revolver and fired twice at Bull, so that the shots rang down the
road.

Almost at the same second as the puff of white cloud went up
from this atrocious explosion a long puff of white cloud went up
also from the cigarette of the cynical Ratcliffe. Like all the rest
he turned a little pale, but he smiled. Dr. Bull, at whom the
bullets had been fired, just missing his scalp, stood quite still
in the middle of the road without a sign of fear, and then turned
very slowly and crawled back to the car, and climbed in with two
holes through his hat.

"Well," said the cigarette smoker slowly, "what do you think
now?"

"I think," said Dr. Bull with precision, "that I am lying in bed
at No. 217 Peabody Buildings, and that I shall soon wake up with a
jump; or, if that's not it, I think that I am sitting in a small
cushioned cell in Hanwell, and that the doctor can't make much of
my case. But if you want to know what I don't think, I'll tell you.
I don't think what you think. I don't think, and I never shall
think, that the mass of ordinary men are a pack of dirty modern
thinkers. No, sir, I'm a democrat, and I still don't believe that
Sunday could convert one average navvy or counter-jumper. No, I may
be mad, but humanity isn't."

Syme turned his bright blue eyes on Bull with an earnestness
which he did not commonly make clear.

"You are a very fine fellow," he said. "You can believe in a
sanity which is not merely your sanity. And you're right enough
about humanity, about peasants and people like that jolly old
innkeeper. But you're not right about Renard. I suspected him from
the first. He's rationalistic, and, what's worse, he's rich. When
duty and religion are really destroyed, it will be by the
rich."

"They are really destroyed now," said the man with a cigarette,
and rose with his hands in his pockets. "The devils are coming
on!"

The men in the motor-car looked anxiously in the direction of
his dreamy gaze, and they saw that the whole regiment at the end of
the road was advancing upon them, Dr. Renard marching furiously in
front, his beard flying in the breeze.

The Colonel sprang out of the car with an intolerant
exclamation.

"Gentlemen," he cried, "the thing is incredible. It must be a
practical joke. If you knew Renard as I do—it's like calling Queen
Victoria a dynamiter. If you had got the man's character into your
head—"

"Dr. Bull," said Syme sardonically, "has at least got it into
his hat."

"I tell you it can't be!" cried the Colonel, stamping.

"Renard shall explain it. He shall explain it to me," and he
strode forward.

"Don't be in such a hurry," drawled the smoker. "He will very
soon explain it to all of us."

But the impatient Colonel was already out of earshot, advancing
towards the advancing enemy. The excited Dr. Renard lifted his
pistol again, but perceiving his opponent, hesitated, and the
Colonel came face to face with him with frantic gestures of
remonstrance.

"It is no good," said Syme. "He will never get anything out of
that old heathen. I vote we drive bang through the thick of them,
bang as the bullets went through Bull's hat. We may all be killed,
but we must kill a tidy number of them."

"I won't 'ave it," said Dr. Bull, growing more vulgar in the
sincerity of his virtue. "The poor chaps may be making a mistake.
Give the Colonel a chance."

"Shall we go back, then?" asked the Professor.

"No," said Ratcliffe in a cold voice, "the street behind us is
held too. In fact, I seem to see there another friend of yours,
Syme."

Syme spun round smartly, and stared backwards at the track which
they had travelled. He saw an irregular body of horsemen gathering
and galloping towards them in the gloom. He saw above the foremost
saddle the silver gleam of a sword, and then as it grew nearer the
silver gleam of an old man's hair. The next moment, with shattering
violence, he had swung the motor round and sent it dashing down the
steep side street to the sea, like a man that desired only to
die.

"What the devil is up?" cried the Professor, seizing his
arm.

"The morning star has fallen!" said Syme, as his own car went
down the darkness like a falling star.

The others did not understand his words, but when they looked
back at the street above they saw the hostile cavalry coming round
the corner and down the slopes after them; and foremost of all rode
the good innkeeper, flushed with the fiery innocence of the evening
light.

"The world is insane!" said the Professor, and buried his face
in his hands.

"No," said Dr. Bull in adamantine humility, "it is I."

"What are we going to do?" asked the Professor.

"At this moment," said Syme, with a scientific detachment, "I
think we are going to smash into a lamppost."

The next instant the automobile had come with a catastrophic jar
against an iron object. The instant after that four men had crawled
out from under a chaos of metal, and a tall lean lamp-post that had
stood up straight on the edge of the marine parade stood out, bent
and twisted, like the branch of a broken tree.

"Well, we smashed something," said the Professor, with a faint
smile. "That's some comfort."

"You're becoming an anarchist," said Syme, dusting his clothes
with his instinct of daintiness.

"Everyone is," said Ratcliffe.

As they spoke, the white-haired horseman and his followers came
thundering from above, and almost at the same moment a dark string
of men ran shouting along the sea-front. Syme snatched a sword, and
took it in his teeth; he stuck two others under his arm-pits, took
a fourth in his left hand and the lantern in his right, and leapt
off the high parade on to the beach below.

The others leapt after him, with a common acceptance of such
decisive action, leaving the debris and the gathering mob above
them.

"We have one more chance," said Syme, taking the steel out of
his mouth. "Whatever all this pandemonium means, I suppose the
police station will help us. We can't get there, for they hold the
way. But there's a pier or breakwater runs out into the sea just
here, which we could defend longer than anything else, like
Horatius and his bridge. We must defend it till the Gendarmerie
turn out. Keep after me."

They followed him as he went crunching down the beach, and in a
second or two their boots broke not on the sea gravel, but on
broad, flat stones. They marched down a long, low jetty, running
out in one arm into the dim, boiling sea, and when they came to the
end of it they felt that they had come to the end of their story.
They turned and faced the town.

That town was transfigured with uproar. All along the high
parade from which they had just descended was a dark and roaring
stream of humanity, with tossing arms and fiery faces, groping and
glaring towards them. The long dark line was dotted with torches
and lanterns; but even where no flame lit up a furious face, they
could see in the farthest figure, in the most shadowy gesture, an
organised hate. It was clear that they were the accursed of all
men, and they knew not why.

Two or three men, looking little and black like monkeys, leapt
over the edge as they had done and dropped on to the beach. These
came ploughing down the deep sand, shouting horribly, and strove to
wade into the sea at random. The example was followed, and the
whole black mass of men began to run and drip over the edge like
black treacle.

Foremost among the men on the beach Syme saw the peasant who had
driven their cart. He splashed into the surf on a huge cart-horse,
and shook his axe at them.

"The peasant!" cried Syme. "They have not risen since the Middle
Ages."

"Even if the police do come now," said the Professor mournfully,
"they can do nothing with this mob."

"Nonsense!" said Bull desperately; "there must be some people
left in the town who are human."

"No," said the hopeless Inspector, "the human being will soon be
extinct. We are the last of mankind."

"It may be," said the Professor absently. Then he added in his
dreamy voice, "What is all that at the end of the 'Dunciad'?


'Nor public flame; nor private, dares to shine;

Nor human light is left, nor glimpse divine!

Lo! thy dread Empire, Chaos, is restored;

Light dies before thine uncreating word:

Thy hand, great Anarch, lets the curtain fall;

And universal darkness buries all.'"



"Stop!" cried Bull suddenly, "the gendarmes are out."

The low lights of the police station were indeed blotted and
broken with hurrying figures, and they heard through the darkness
the clash and jingle of a disciplined cavalry.

"They are charging the mob!" cried Bull in ecstacy or alarm.

"No," said Syme, "they are formed along the parade."

"They have unslung their carbines," cried Bull dancing with
excitement.

"Yes," said Ratcliffe, "and they are going to fire on us."

As he spoke there came a long crackle of musketry, and bullets
seemed to hop like hailstones on the stones in front of them.

"The gendarmes have joined them!" cried the Professor, and
struck his forehead.

"I am in the padded cell," said Bull solidly.

There was a long silence, and then Ratcliffe said, looking out
over the swollen sea, all a sort of grey purple—

"What does it matter who is mad or who is sane? We shall all be
dead soon."

Syme turned to him and said—

"You are quite hopeless, then?"

Mr. Ratcliffe kept a stony silence; then at last he said
quietly—

"No; oddly enough I am not quite hopeless. There is one insane
little hope that I cannot get out of my mind. The power of this
whole planet is against us, yet I cannot help wondering whether
this one silly little hope is hopeless yet."

"In what or whom is your hope?" asked Syme with curiosity.

"In a man I never saw," said the other, looking at the leaden
sea.

"I know what you mean," said Syme in a low voice, "the man in
the dark room. But Sunday must have killed him by now."

"Perhaps," said the other steadily; "but if so, he was the only
man whom Sunday found it hard to kill."

"I heard what you said," said the Professor, with his back
turned. "I also am holding hard on to the thing I never saw."

All of a sudden Syme, who was standing as if blind with
introspective thought, swung round and cried out, like a man waking
from sleep—

"Where is the Colonel? I thought he was with us!"

"The Colonel! Yes," cried Bull, "where on earth is the
Colonel?"

"He went to speak to Renard," said the Professor.

"We cannot leave him among all those beasts," cried Syme. "Let
us die like gentlemen if—"

"Do not pity the Colonel," said Ratcliffe, with a pale sneer.
"He is extremely comfortable. He is—"

"No! no! no!" cried Syme in a kind of frenzy, "not the Colonel
too! I will never believe it!"

"Will you believe your eyes?" asked the other, and pointed to
the beach.

Many of their pursuers had waded into the water shaking their
fists, but the sea was rough, and they could not reach the pier.
Two or three figures, however, stood on the beginning of the stone
footway, and seemed to be cautiously advancing down it. The glare
of a chance lantern lit up the faces of the two foremost. One face
wore a black half-mask, and under it the mouth was twisting about
in such a madness of nerves that the black tuft of beard wriggled
round and round like a restless, living thing. The other was the
red face and white moustache of Colonel Ducroix. They were in
earnest consultation.

"Yes, he is gone too," said the Professor, and sat down on a
stone. "Everything's gone. I'm gone! I can't trust my own bodily
machinery. I feel as if my own hand might fly up and strike
me."

"When my hand flies up," said Syme, "it will strike somebody
else," and he strode along the pier towards the Colonel, the sword
in one hand and the lantern in the other.

As if to destroy the last hope or doubt, the Colonel, who saw
him coming, pointed his revolver at him and fired. The shot missed
Syme, but struck his sword, breaking it short at the hilt. Syme
rushed on, and swung the iron lantern above his head.

"Judas before Herod!" he said, and struck the Colonel down upon
the stones. Then he turned to the Secretary, whose frightful mouth
was almost foaming now, and held the lamp high with so rigid and
arresting a gesture, that the man was, as it were, frozen for a
moment, and forced to hear.

"Do you see this lantern?" cried Syme in a terrible voice. "Do
you see the cross carved on it, and the flame inside? You did not
make it. You did not light it. Better men than you, men who could
believe and obey, twisted the entrails of iron and preserved the
legend of fire. There is not a street you walk on, there is not a
thread you wear, that was not made as this lantern was, by denying
your philosophy of dirt and rats. You can make nothing. You can
only destroy. You will destroy mankind; you will destroy the world.
Let that suffice you. Yet this one old Christian lantern you shall
not destroy. It shall go where your empire of apes will never have
the wit to find it."

He struck the Secretary once with the lantern so that he
staggered; and then, whirling it twice round his head, sent it
flying far out to sea, where it flared like a roaring rocket and
fell.

"Swords!" shouted Syme, turning his flaming face to the three
behind him. "Let us charge these dogs, for our time has come to
die."

His three companions came after him sword in hand. Syme's sword
was broken, but he rent a bludgeon from the fist of a fisherman,
flinging him down. In a moment they would have flung themselves
upon the face of the mob and perished, when an interruption came.
The Secretary, ever since Syme's speech, had stood with his hand to
his stricken head as if dazed; now he suddenly pulled off his black
mask.

The pale face thus peeled in the lamplight revealed not so much
rage as astonishment. He put up his hand with an anxious
authority.

"There is some mistake," he said. "Mr. Syme, I hardly think you
understand your position. I arrest you in the name of the law."

"Of the law?" said Syme, and dropped his stick.

"Certainly!" said the Secretary. "I am a detective from Scotland
Yard," and he took a small blue card from his pocket.

"And what do you suppose we are?" asked the Professor, and threw
up his arms.

"You," said the Secretary stiffly, "are, as I know for a fact,
members of the Supreme Anarchist Council. Disguised as one of you,
I—"

Dr. Bull tossed his sword into the sea.

"There never was any Supreme Anarchist Council," he said. "We
were all a lot of silly policemen looking at each other. And all
these nice people who have been peppering us with shot thought we
were the dynamiters. I knew I couldn't be wrong about the mob," he
said, beaming over the enormous multitude, which stretched away to
the distance on both sides. "Vulgar people are never mad. I'm
vulgar myself, and I know. I am now going on shore to stand a drink
to everybody here."











Chapter 13
THE PURSUIT OF THE PRESIDENT


NEXT morning five bewildered but hilarious people took the boat
for Dover. The poor old Colonel might have had some cause to
complain, having been first forced to fight for two factions that
didn't exist, and then knocked down with an iron lantern. But he
was a magnanimous old gentleman, and being much relieved that
neither party had anything to do with dynamite, he saw them off on
the pier with great geniality.

The five reconciled detectives had a hundred details to explain
to each other. The Secretary had to tell Syme how they had come to
wear masks originally in order to approach the supposed enemy as
fellow-conspirators.

Syme had to explain how they had fled with such swiftness
through a civilised country. But above all these matters of detail
which could be explained, rose the central mountain of the matter
that they could not explain. What did it all mean? If they were all
harmless officers, what was Sunday? If he had not seized the world,
what on earth had he been up to? Inspector Ratcliffe was still
gloomy about this.

"I can't make head or tail of old Sunday's little game any more
than you can," he said. "But whatever else Sunday is, he isn't a
blameless citizen. Damn it! do you remember his face?"

"I grant you," answered Syme, "that I have never been able to
forget it."

"Well," said the Secretary, "I suppose we can find out soon, for
tomorrow we have our next general meeting. You will excuse me," he
said, with a rather ghastly smile, "for being well acquainted with
my secretarial duties."

"I suppose you are right," said the Professor reflectively. "I
suppose we might find it out from him; but I confess that I should
feel a bit afraid of asking Sunday who he really is."

"Why," asked the Secretary, "for fear of bombs?"

"No," said the Professor, "for fear he might tell me."

"Let us have some drinks," said Dr. Bull, after a silence.

Throughout their whole journey by boat and train they were
highly convivial, but they instinctively kept together. Dr. Bull,
who had always been the optimist of the party, endeavoured to
persuade the other four that the whole company could take the same
hansom cab from Victoria; but this was over-ruled, and they went in
a four-wheeler, with Dr. Bull on the box, singing. They finished
their journey at an hotel in Piccadilly Circus, so as to be close
to the early breakfast next morning in Leicester Square. Yet even
then the adventures of the day were not entirely over. Dr. Bull,
discontented with the general proposal to go to bed, had strolled
out of the hotel at about eleven to see and taste some of the
beauties of London. Twenty minutes afterwards, however, he came
back and made quite a clamour in the hall. Syme, who tried at first
to soothe him, was forced at last to listen to his communication
with quite new attention.

"I tell you I've seen him!" said Dr. Bull, with thick
emphasis.

"Whom?" asked Syme quickly. "Not the President?"

"Not so bad as that," said Dr. Bull, with unnecessary laughter,
"not so bad as that. I've got him here."

"Got whom here?" asked Syme impatiently.

"Hairy man," said the other lucidly, "man that used to be hairy
man—Gogol. Here he is," and he pulled forward by a reluctant elbow
the identical young man who five days before had marched out of the
Council with thin red hair and a pale face, the first of all the
sham anarchists who had been exposed.

"Why do you worry with me?" he cried. "You have expelled me as a
spy."

"We are all spies!" whispered Syme.

"We're all spies!" shouted Dr. Bull. "Come and have a
drink."

Next morning the battalion of the reunited six marched stolidly
towards the hotel in Leicester Square.

"This is more cheerful," said Dr. Bull; "we are six men going to
ask one man what he means."

"I think it is a bit queerer than that," said Syme. "I think it
is six men going to ask one man what they mean."

They turned in silence into the Square, and though the hotel was
in the opposite corner, they saw at once the little balcony and a
figure that looked too big for it. He was sitting alone with bent
head, poring over a newspaper. But all his councillors, who had
come to vote him down, crossed that Square as if they were watched
out of heaven by a hundred eyes.

They had disputed much upon their policy, about whether they
should leave the unmasked Gogol without and begin diplomatically,
or whether they should bring him in and blow up the gunpowder at
once. The influence of Syme and Bull prevailed for the latter
course, though the Secretary to the last asked them why they
attacked Sunday so rashly.

"My reason is quite simple," said Syme. "I attack him rashly
because I am afraid of him."

They followed Syme up the dark stair in silence, and they all
came out simultaneously into the broad sunlight of the morning and
the broad sunlight of Sunday's smile.

"Delightful!" he said. "So pleased to see you all. What an
exquisite day it is. Is the Czar dead?"

The Secretary, who happened to be foremost, drew himself
together for a dignified outburst.

"No, sir," he said sternly "there has been no massacre. I bring
you news of no such disgusting spectacles."

"Disgusting spectacles?" repeated the President, with a bright,
inquiring smile. "You mean Dr. Bull's spectacles?"

The Secretary choked for a moment, and the President went on
with a sort of smooth appeal—

"Of course, we all have our opinions and even our eyes, but
really to call them disgusting before the man himself—"

Dr. Bull tore off his spectacles and broke them on the
table.

"My spectacles are blackguardly," he said, "but I'm not. Look at
my face."

"I dare say it's the sort of face that grows on one," said the
President, "in fact, it grows on you; and who am I to quarrel with
the wild fruits upon the Tree of Life? I dare say it will grow on
me some day."

"We have no time for tomfoolery," said the Secretary, breaking
in savagely. "We have come to know what all this means. Who are
you? What are you? Why did you get us all here? Do you know who and
what we are? Are you a half-witted man playing the conspirator, or
are you a clever man playing the fool? Answer me, I tell you."

"Candidates," murmured Sunday, "are only required to answer
eight out of the seventeen questions on the paper. As far as I can
make out, you want me to tell you what I am, and what you are, and
what this table is, and what this Council is, and what this world
is for all I know. Well, I will go so far as to rend the veil of
one mystery. If you want to know what you are, you are a set of
highly well-intentioned young jackasses."

"And you," said Syme, leaning forward, "what are you?"

"I? What am I?" roared the President, and he rose slowly to an
incredible height, like some enormous wave about to arch above them
and break. "You want to know what I am, do you? Bull, you are a man
of science. Grub in the roots of those trees and find out the truth
about them. Syme, you are a poet. Stare at those morning clouds.
But I tell you this, that you will have found out the truth of the
last tree and the top-most cloud before the truth about me. You
will understand the sea, and I shall be still a riddle; you shall
know what the stars are, and not know what I am. Since the
beginning of the world all men have hunted me like a wolf—kings and
sages, and poets and lawgivers, all the churches, and all the
philosophies. But I have never been caught yet, and the skies will
fall in the time I turn to bay. I have given them a good run for
their money, and I will now."

Before one of them could move, the monstrous man had swung
himself like some huge ourang-outang over the balustrade of the
balcony. Yet before he dropped he pulled himself up again as on a
horizontal bar, and thrusting his great chin over the edge of the
balcony, said solemnly—

"There's one thing I'll tell you though about who I am. I am the
man in the dark room, who made you all policemen."

With that he fell from the balcony, bouncing on the stones below
like a great ball of india-rubber, and went bounding off towards
the corner of the Alhambra, where he hailed a hansom-cab and sprang
inside it. The six detectives had been standing thunderstruck and
livid in the light of his last assertion; but when he disappeared
into the cab, Syme's practical senses returned to him, and leaping
over the balcony so recklessly as almost to break his legs, he
called another cab.

He and Bull sprang into the cab together, the Professor and the
Inspector into another, while the Secretary and the late Gogol
scrambled into a third just in time to pursue the flying Syme, who
was pursuing the flying President. Sunday led them a wild chase
towards the north-west, his cabman, evidently under the influence
of more than common inducements, urging the horse at breakneck
speed. But Syme was in no mood for delicacies, and he stood up in
his own cab shouting, "Stop thief!" until crowds ran along beside
his cab, and policemen began to stop and ask questions. All this
had its influence upon the President's cabman, who began to look
dubious, and to slow down to a trot. He opened the trap to talk
reasonably to his fare, and in so doing let the long whip droop
over the front of the cab. Sunday leant forward, seized it, and
jerked it violently out of the man's hand. Then standing up in
front of the cab himself, he lashed the horse and roared aloud, so
that they went down the streets like a flying storm. Through street
after street and square after square went whirling this
preposterous vehicle, in which the fare was urging the horse and
the driver trying desperately to stop it. The other three cabs came
after it (if the phrase be permissible of a cab) like panting
hounds. Shops and streets shot by like rattling arrows.

At the highest ecstacy of speed, Sunday turned round on the
splashboard where he stood, and sticking his great grinning head
out of the cab, with white hair whistling in the wind, he made a
horrible face at his pursuers, like some colossal urchin. Then
raising his right hand swiftly, he flung a ball of paper in Syme's
face and vanished. Syme caught the thing while instinctively
warding it off, and discovered that it consisted of two crumpled
papers. One was addressed to himself, and the other to Dr. Bull,
with a very long, and it is to be feared partly ironical, string of
letters after his name. Dr. Bull's address was, at any rate,
considerably longer than his communication, for the communication
consisted entirely of the words:—

"What about Martin Tupper now?"

"What does the old maniac mean?" asked Bull, staring at the
words. "What does yours say, Syme?"

Syme's message was, at any rate, longer, and ran as
follows:—

"No one would regret anything in the nature of an interference
by the Archdeacon more than I. I trust it will not come to that.
But, for the last time, where are your goloshes? The thing is too
bad, especially after what uncle said."

The President's cabman seemed to be regaining some control over
his horse, and the pursuers gained a little as they swept round
into the Edgware Road. And here there occurred what seemed to the
allies a providential stoppage. Traffic of every kind was swerving
to right or left or stopping, for down the long road was coming the
unmistakable roar announcing the fire-engine, which in a few
seconds went by like a brazen thunderbolt. But quick as it went by,
Sunday had bounded out of his cab, sprung at the fire-engine,
caught it, slung himself on to it, and was seen as he disappeared
in the noisy distance talking to the astonished fireman with
explanatory gestures.

"After him!" howled Syme. "He can't go astray now. There's no
mistaking a fire-engine."

The three cabmen, who had been stunned for a moment, whipped up
their horses and slightly decreased the distance between themselves
and their disappearing prey. The President acknowledged this
proximity by coming to the back of the car, bowing repeatedly,
kissing his hand, and finally flinging a neatly-folded note into
the bosom of Inspector Ratcliffe. When that gentleman opened it,
not without impatience, he found it contained the words:—


"Fly at once. The truth about your trouser-stretchers is
known.

—A FRIEND."



The fire-engine had struck still farther to the north, into a
region that they did not recognise; and as it ran by a line of high
railings shadowed with trees, the six friends were startled, but
somewhat relieved, to see the President leap from the fire-engine,
though whether through another whim or the increasing protest of
his entertainers they could not see. Before the three cabs,
however, could reach up to the spot, he had gone up the high
railings like a huge grey cat, tossed himself over, and vanished in
a darkness of leaves.

Syme with a furious gesture stopped his cab, jumped out, and
sprang also to the escalade. When he had one leg over the fence and
his friends were following, he turned a face on them which shone
quite pale in the shadow.

"What place can this be?" he asked. "Can it be the old devil's
house? I've heard he has a house in North London."

"All the better," said the Secretary grimly, planting a foot in
a foothold, "we shall find him at home."

"No, but it isn't that," said Syme, knitting his brows. "I hear
the most horrible noises, like devils laughing and sneezing and
blowing their devilish noses!"

"His dogs barking, of course," said the Secretary.

"Why not say his black-beetles barking!" said Syme furiously,
"snails barking! geraniums barking! Did you ever hear a dog bark
like that?"

He held up his hand, and there came out of the thicket a long
growling roar that seemed to get under the skin and freeze the
flesh—a low thrilling roar that made a throbbing in the air all
about them.

"The dogs of Sunday would be no ordinary dogs," said Gogol, and
shuddered.

Syme had jumped down on the other side, but he still stood
listening impatiently.

"Well, listen to that," he said, "is that a dog—anybody's
dog?"

There broke upon their ear a hoarse screaming as of things
protesting and clamouring in sudden pain; and then, far off like an
echo, what sounded like a long nasal trumpet.

"Well, his house ought to be hell!" said the Secretary; "and if
it is hell, I'm going in!" and he sprang over the tall railings
almost with one swing.

The others followed. They broke through a tangle of plants and
shrubs, and came out on an open path. Nothing was in sight, but Dr.
Bull suddenly struck his hands together.

"Why, you asses," he cried, "it's the Zoo!"

As they were looking round wildly for any trace of their wild
quarry, a keeper in uniform came running along the path with a man
in plain clothes.

"Has it come this way?" gasped the keeper.

"Has what?" asked Syme.

"The elephant!" cried the keeper. "An elephant has gone mad and
run away!"

"He has run away with an old gentleman," said the other stranger
breathlessly, "a poor old gentleman with white hair!"

"What sort of old gentleman?" asked Syme, with great
curiosity.

"A very large and fat old gentleman in light grey clothes," said
the keeper eagerly.

"Well," said Syme, "if he's that particular kind of old
gentleman, if you're quite sure that he's a large and fat old
gentleman in grey clothes, you may take my word for it that the
elephant has not run away with him. He has run away with the
elephant. The elephant is not made by God that could run away with
him if he did not consent to the elopement. And, by thunder, there
he is!"

There was no doubt about it this time. Clean across the space of
grass, about two hundred yards away, with a crowd screaming and
scampering vainly at his heels, went a huge grey elephant at an
awful stride, with his trunk thrown out as rigid as a ship's
bowsprit, and trumpeting like the trumpet of doom. On the back of
the bellowing and plunging animal sat President Sunday with all the
placidity of a sultan, but goading the animal to a furious speed
with some sharp object in his hand.

"Stop him!" screamed the populace. "He'll be out of the
gate!"

"Stop a landslide!" said the keeper. "He is out of the
gate!"

And even as he spoke, a final crash and roar of terror announced
that the great grey elephant had broken out of the gates of the
Zoological Gardens, and was careening down Albany Street like a new
and swift sort of omnibus.

"Great Lord!" cried Bull, "I never knew an elephant could go so
fast. Well, it must be hansom-cabs again if we are to keep him in
sight."

As they raced along to the gate out of which the elephant had
vanished, Syme felt a glaring panorama of the strange animals in
the cages which they passed. Afterwards he thought it queer that he
should have seen them so clearly. He remembered especially seeing
pelicans, with their preposterous, pendant throats. He wondered why
the pelican was the symbol of charity, except it was that it wanted
a good deal of charity to admire a pelican. He remembered a
hornbill, which was simply a huge yellow beak with a small bird
tied on behind it. The whole gave him a sensation, the vividness of
which he could not explain, that Nature was always making quite
mysterious jokes. Sunday had told them that they would understand
him when they had understood the stars. He wondered whether even
the archangels understood the hornbill.

The six unhappy detectives flung themselves into cabs and
followed the elephant sharing the terror which he spread through
the long stretch of the streets. This time Sunday did not turn
round, but offered them the solid stretch of his unconscious back,
which maddened them, if possible, more than his previous mockeries.
Just before they came to Baker Street, however, he was seen to
throw something far up into the air, as a boy does a ball meaning
to catch it again. But at their rate of racing it fell far behind,
just by the cab containing Gogol; and in faint hope of a clue or
for some impulse unexplainable, he stopped his cab so as to pick it
up. It was addressed to himself, and was quite a bulky parcel. On
examination, however, its bulk was found to consist of thirty-three
pieces of paper of no value wrapped one round the other. When the
last covering was torn away it reduced itself to a small slip of
paper, on which was written:—

"The word, I fancy, should be 'pink'."

The man once known as Gogol said nothing, but the movements of
his hands and feet were like those of a man urging a horse to
renewed efforts.

Through street after street, through district after district,
went the prodigy of the flying elephant, calling crowds to every
window, and driving the traffic left and right. And still through
all this insane publicity the three cabs toiled after it, until
they came to be regarded as part of a procession, and perhaps the
advertisement of a circus. They went at such a rate that distances
were shortened beyond belief, and Syme saw the Albert Hall in
Kensington when he thought that he was still in Paddington. The
animal's pace was even more fast and free through the empty,
aristocratic streets of South Kensington, and he finally headed
towards that part of the sky-line where the enormous Wheel of
Earl's Court stood up in the sky. The wheel grew larger and larger,
till it filled heaven like the wheel of stars.

The beast outstripped the cabs. They lost him round several
corners, and when they came to one of the gates of the Earl's Court
Exhibition they found themselves finally blocked. In front of them
was an enormous crowd; in the midst of it was an enormous elephant,
heaving and shuddering as such shapeless creatures do. But the
President had disappeared.

"Where has he gone to?" asked Syme, slipping to the ground.

"Gentleman rushed into the Exhibition, sir!" said an official in
a dazed manner. Then he added in an injured voice: "Funny
gentleman, sir. Asked me to hold his horse, and gave me this."

He held out with distaste a piece of folded paper, addressed:
"To the Secretary of the Central Anarchist Council."

The Secretary, raging, rent it open, and found written inside
it:—


"When the herring runs a mile,

Let the Secretary smile;

When the herring tries to fly,

Let the Secretary die.

Rustic Proverb."



"Why the eternal crikey," began the Secretary, "did you let the
man in? Do people commonly come to your Exhibition riding on mad
elephants? Do—"

"Look!" shouted Syme suddenly. "Look over there!"

"Look at what?" asked the Secretary savagely.

"Look at the captive balloon!" said Syme, and pointed in a
frenzy.

"Why the blazes should I look at a captive balloon?" demanded
the Secretary. "What is there queer about a captive balloon?"

"Nothing," said Syme, "except that it isn't captive!"

They all turned their eyes to where the balloon swung and
swelled above the Exhibition on a string, like a child's balloon. A
second afterwards the string came in two just under the car, and
the balloon, broken loose, floated away with the freedom of a soap
bubble.

"Ten thousand devils!" shrieked the Secretary. "He's got into
it!" and he shook his fists at the sky.

The balloon, borne by some chance wind, came right above them,
and they could see the great white head of the President peering
over the side and looking benevolently down on them.

"God bless my soul!" said the Professor with the elderly manner
that he could never disconnect from his bleached beard and
parchment face. "God bless my soul! I seemed to fancy that
something fell on the top of my hat!"

He put up a trembling hand and took from that shelf a piece of
twisted paper, which he opened absently only to find it inscribed
with a true lover's knot and, the words:—

"Your beauty has not left me indifferent.—From LITTLE
SNOWDROP."

There was a short silence, and then Syme said, biting his
beard—

"I'm not beaten yet. The blasted thing must come down somewhere.
Let's follow it!"











Chapter 14
THE SIX PHILOSOPHERS


ACROSS green fields, and breaking through blooming hedges,
toiled six draggled detectives, about five miles out of London. The
optimist of the party had at first proposed that they should follow
the balloon across South England in hansom-cabs. But he was
ultimately convinced of the persistent refusal of the balloon to
follow the roads, and the still more persistent refusal of the
cabmen to follow the balloon. Consequently the tireless though
exasperated travellers broke through black thickets and ploughed
through ploughed fields till each was turned into a figure too
outrageous to be mistaken for a tramp. Those green hills of Surrey
saw the final collapse and tragedy of the admirable light grey suit
in which Syme had set out from Saffron Park. His silk hat was
broken over his nose by a swinging bough, his coat-tails were torn
to the shoulder by arresting thorns, the clay of England was
splashed up to his collar; but he still carried his yellow beard
forward with a silent and furious determination, and his eyes were
still fixed on that floating ball of gas, which in the full flush
of sunset seemed coloured like a sunset cloud.

"After all," he said, "it is very beautiful!"

"It is singularly and strangely beautiful!" said the Professor.
"I wish the beastly gas-bag would burst!"

"No," said Dr. Bull, "I hope it won't. It might hurt the old
boy."

"Hurt him!" said the vindictive Professor, "hurt him! Not as
much as I'd hurt him if I could get up with him. Little
Snowdrop!"

"I don't want him hurt, somehow," said Dr. Bull.

"What!" cried the Secretary bitterly. "Do you believe all that
tale about his being our man in the dark room? Sunday would say he
was anybody."

"I don't know whether I believe it or not," said Dr. Bull. "But
it isn't that that I mean. I can't wish old Sunday's balloon to
burst because—"

"Well," said Syme impatiently, "because?"

"Well, because he's so jolly like a balloon himself," said Dr.
Bull desperately. "I don't understand a word of all that idea of
his being the same man who gave us all our blue cards. It seems to
make everything nonsense. But I don't care who knows it, I always
had a sympathy for old Sunday himself, wicked as he was. Just as if
he was a great bouncing baby. How can I explain what my queer
sympathy was? It didn't prevent my fighting him like hell! Shall I
make it clear if I say that I liked him because he was so fat?"

"You will not," said the Secretary.

"I've got it now," cried Bull, "it was because he was so fat and
so light. Just like a balloon. We always think of fat people as
heavy, but he could have danced against a sylph. I see now what I
mean. Moderate strength is shown in violence, supreme strength is
shown in levity. It was like the old speculations—what would happen
if an elephant could leap up in the sky like a grasshopper?"

"Our elephant," said Syme, looking upwards, "has leapt into the
sky like a grasshopper."

"And somehow," concluded Bull, "that's why I can't help liking
old Sunday. No, it's not an admiration of force, or any silly thing
like that. There is a kind of gaiety in the thing, as if he were
bursting with some good news. Haven't you sometimes felt it on a
spring day? You know Nature plays tricks, but somehow that day
proves they are good-natured tricks. I never read the Bible myself,
but that part they laugh at is literal truth, 'Why leap ye, ye high
hills?' The hills do leap—at least, they try to… . Why do I like
Sunday?… how can I tell you?… because he's such a Bounder."

There was a long silence, and then the Secretary said in a
curious, strained voice—

"You do not know Sunday at all. Perhaps it is because you are
better than I, and do not know hell. I was a fierce fellow, and a
trifle morbid from the first. The man who sits in darkness, and who
chose us all, chose me because I had all the crazy look of a
conspirator—because my smile went crooked, and my eyes were gloomy,
even when I smiled. But there must have been something in me that
answered to the nerves in all these anarchic men. For when I first
saw Sunday he expressed to me, not your airy vitality, but
something both gross and sad in the Nature of Things. I found him
smoking in a twilight room, a room with brown blind down,
infinitely more depressing than the genial darkness in which our
master lives. He sat there on a bench, a huge heap of a man, dark
and out of shape. He listened to all my words without speaking or
even stirring. I poured out my most passionate appeals, and asked
my most eloquent questions. Then, after a long silence, the Thing
began to shake, and I thought it was shaken by some secret malady.
It shook like a loathsome and living jelly. It reminded me of
everything I had ever read about the base bodies that are the
origin of life—the deep sea lumps and protoplasm. It seemed like
the final form of matter, the most shapeless and the most shameful.
I could only tell myself, from its shudderings, that it was
something at least that such a monster could be miserable. And then
it broke upon me that the bestial mountain was shaking with a
lonely laughter, and the laughter was at me. Do you ask me to
forgive him that? It is no small thing to be laughed at by
something at once lower and stronger than oneself."

"Surely you fellows are exaggerating wildly," cut in the clear
voice of Inspector Ratcliffe. "President Sunday is a terrible
fellow for one's intellect, but he is not such a Barnum's freak
physically as you make out. He received me in an ordinary office,
in a grey check coat, in broad daylight. He talked to me in an
ordinary way. But I'll tell you what is a trifle creepy about
Sunday. His room is neat, his clothes are neat, everything seems in
order; but he's absent-minded. Sometimes his great bright eyes go
quite blind. For hours he forgets that you are there. Now
absent-mindedness is just a bit too awful in a bad man. We think of
a wicked man as vigilant. We can't think of a wicked man who is
honestly and sincerely dreamy, because we daren't think of a wicked
man alone with himself. An absentminded man means a good-natured
man. It means a man who, if he happens to see you, will apologise.
But how will you bear an absentminded man who, if he happens to see
you, will kill you? That is what tries the nerves, abstraction
combined with cruelty. Men have felt it sometimes when they went
through wild forests, and felt that the animals there were at once
innocent and pitiless. They might ignore or slay. How would you
like to pass ten mortal hours in a parlour with an absent-minded
tiger?"

"And what do you think of Sunday, Gogol?" asked Syme.

"I don't think of Sunday on principle," said Gogol simply, "any
more than I stare at the sun at noonday."

"Well, that is a point of view," said Syme thoughtfully. "What
do you say, Professor?"

The Professor was walking with bent head and trailing stick, and
he did not answer at all.

"Wake up, Professor!" said Syme genially. "Tell us what you
think of Sunday."

The Professor spoke at last very slowly.

"I think something," he said, "that I cannot say clearly. Or,
rather, I think something that I cannot even think clearly. But it
is something like this. My early life, as you know, was a bit too
large and loose.

"Well, when I saw Sunday's face I thought it was too
large—everybody does, but I also thought it was too loose. The face
was so big, that one couldn't focus it or make it a face at all.
The eye was so far away from the nose, that it wasn't an eye. The
mouth was so much by itself, that one had to think of it by itself.
The whole thing is too hard to explain."

He paused for a little, still trailing his stick, and then went
on—

"But put it this way. Walking up a road at night, I have seen a
lamp and a lighted window and a cloud make together a most complete
and unmistakable face. If anyone in heaven has that face I shall
know him again. Yet when I walked a little farther I found that
there was no face, that the window was ten yards away, the lamp ten
hundred yards, the cloud beyond the world. Well, Sunday's face
escaped me; it ran away to right and left, as such chance pictures
run away. And so his face has made me, somehow, doubt whether there
are any faces. I don't know whether your face, Bull, is a face or a
combination in perspective. Perhaps one black disc of your beastly
glasses is quite close and another fifty miles away. Oh, the doubts
of a materialist are not worth a dump. Sunday has taught me the
last and the worst doubts, the doubts of a spiritualist. I am a
Buddhist, I suppose; and Buddhism is not a creed, it is a doubt. My
poor dear Bull, I do not believe that you really have a face. I
have not faith enough to believe in matter."

Syme's eyes were still fixed upon the errant orb, which,
reddened in the evening light, looked like some rosier and more
innocent world.

"Have you noticed an odd thing," he said, "about all your
descriptions? Each man of you finds Sunday quite different, yet
each man of you can only find one thing to compare him to—the
universe itself. Bull finds him like the earth in spring, Gogol
like the sun at noonday. The Secretary is reminded of the shapeless
protoplasm, and the Inspector of the carelessness of virgin
forests. The Professor says he is like a changing landscape. This
is queer, but it is queerer still that I also have had my odd
notion about the President, and I also find that I think of Sunday
as I think of the whole world."

"Get on a little faster, Syme," said Bull; "never mind the
balloon."

"When I first saw Sunday," said Syme slowly, "I only saw his
back; and when I saw his back, I knew he was the worst man in the
world. His neck and shoulders were brutal, like those of some apish
god. His head had a stoop that was hardly human, like the stoop of
an ox. In fact, I had at once the revolting fancy that this was not
a man at all, but a beast dressed up in men's clothes."

"Get on," said Dr. Bull.

"And then the queer thing happened. I had seen his back from the
street, as he sat in the balcony. Then I entered the hotel, and
coming round the other side of him, saw his face in the sunlight.
His face frightened me, as it did everyone; but not because it was
brutal, not because it was evil. On the contrary, it frightened me
because it was so beautiful, because it was so good."

"Syme," exclaimed the Secretary, "are you ill?"

"It was like the face of some ancient archangel, judging justly
after heroic wars. There was laughter in the eyes, and in the mouth
honour and sorrow. There was the same white hair, the same great,
grey-clad shoulders that I had seen from behind. But when I saw him
from behind I was certain he was an animal, and when I saw him in
front I knew he was a god."

"Pan," said the Professor dreamily, "was a god and an
animal."

"Then, and again and always," went on Syme like a man talking to
himself, "that has been for me the mystery of Sunday, and it is
also the mystery of the world. When I see the horrible back, I am
sure the noble face is but a mask. When I see the face but for an
instant, I know the back is only a jest. Bad is so bad, that we
cannot but think good an accident; good is so good, that we feel
certain that evil could be explained. But the whole came to a kind
of crest yesterday when I raced Sunday for the cab, and was just
behind him all the way."

"Had you time for thinking then?" asked Ratcliffe.

"Time," replied Syme, "for one outrageous thought. I was
suddenly possessed with the idea that the blind, blank back of his
head really was his face—an awful, eyeless face staring at me! And
I fancied that the figure running in front of me was really a
figure running backwards, and dancing as he ran."

"Horrible!" said Dr. Bull, and shuddered.

"Horrible is not the word," said Syme. "It was exactly the worst
instant of my life. And yet ten minutes afterwards, when he put his
head out of the cab and made a grimace like a gargoyle, I knew that
he was only like a father playing hide-and-seek with his
children."

"It is a long game," said the Secretary, and frowned at his
broken boots.

"Listen to me," cried Syme with extraordinary emphasis. "Shall I
tell you the secret of the whole world? It is that we have only
known the back of the world. We see everything from behind, and it
looks brutal. That is not a tree, but the back of a tree. That is
not a cloud, but the back of a cloud. Cannot you see that
everything is stooping and hiding a face? If we could only get
round in front—"

"Look!" cried out Bull clamorously, "the balloon is coming
down!"

There was no need to cry out to Syme, who had never taken his
eyes off it. He saw the great luminous globe suddenly stagger in
the sky, right itself, and then sink slowly behind the trees like a
setting sun.

The man called Gogol, who had hardly spoken through all their
weary travels, suddenly threw up his hands like a lost spirit.

"He is dead!" he cried. "And now I know he was my friend—my
friend in the dark!"

"Dead!" snorted the Secretary. "You will not find him dead
easily. If he has been tipped out of the car, we shall find him
rolling as a colt rolls in a field, kicking his legs for fun."

"Clashing his hoofs," said the Professor. "The colts do, and so
did Pan."

"Pan again!" said Dr. Bull irritably. "You seem to think Pan is
everything."

"So he is," said the Professor, "in Greek. He means
everything."

"Don't forget," said the Secretary, looking down, "that he also
means Panic."

Syme had stood without hearing any of the exclamations.

"It fell over there," he said shortly. "Let us follow it!"

Then he added with an indescribable gesture—

"Oh, if he has cheated us all by getting killed! It would be
like one of his larks."

He strode off towards the distant trees with a new energy, his
rags and ribbons fluttering in the wind. The others followed him in
a more footsore and dubious manner. And almost at the same moment
all six men realised that they were not alone in the little
field.

Across the square of turf a tall man was advancing towards them,
leaning on a strange long staff like a sceptre. He was clad in a
fine but old-fashioned suit with knee-breeches; its colour was that
shade between blue, violet and grey which can be seen in certain
shadows of the woodland. His hair was whitish grey, and at the
first glance, taken along with his knee-breeches, looked as if it
was powdered. His advance was very quiet; but for the silver frost
upon his head, he might have been one to the shadows of the
wood.

"Gentlemen," he said, "my master has a carriage waiting for you
in the road just by."

"Who is your master?" asked Syme, standing quite still.

"I was told you knew his name," said the man respectfully.

There was a silence, and then the Secretary said—

"Where is this carriage?"

"It has been waiting only a few moments," said the stranger. "My
master has only just come home."

Syme looked left and right upon the patch of green field in
which he found himself. The hedges were ordinary hedges, the trees
seemed ordinary trees; yet he felt like a man entrapped in
fairyland.

He looked the mysterious ambassador up and down, but he could
discover nothing except that the man's coat was the exact colour of
the purple shadows, and that the man's face was the exact colour of
the red and brown and golden sky.

"Show us the place," Syme said briefly, and without a word the
man in the violet coat turned his back and walked towards a gap in
the hedge, which let in suddenly the light of a white road.

As the six wanderers broke out upon this thoroughfare, they saw
the white road blocked by what looked like a long row of carriages,
such a row of carriages as might close the approach to some house
in Park Lane. Along the side of these carriages stood a rank of
splendid servants, all dressed in the grey-blue uniform, and all
having a certain quality of stateliness and freedom which would not
commonly belong to the servants of a gentleman, but rather to the
officials and ambassadors of a great king. There were no less than
six carriages waiting, one for each of the tattered and miserable
band. All the attendants (as if in court-dress) wore swords, and as
each man crawled into his carriage they drew them, and saluted with
a sudden blaze of steel.

"What can it all mean?" asked Bull of Syme as they separated.
"Is this another joke of Sunday's?"

"I don't know," said Syme as he sank wearily back in the
cushions of his carriage; "but if it is, it's one of the jokes you
talk about. It's a good-natured one."

The six adventurers had passed through many adventures, but not
one had carried them so utterly off their feet as this last
adventure of comfort. They had all become inured to things going
roughly; but things suddenly going smoothly swamped them. They
could not even feebly imagine what the carriages were; it was
enough for them to know that they were carriages, and carriages
with cushions. They could not conceive who the old man was who had
led them; but it was quite enough that he had certainly led them to
the carriages.

Syme drove through a drifting darkness of trees in utter
abandonment. It was typical of him that while he had carried his
bearded chin forward fiercely so long as anything could be done,
when the whole business was taken out of his hands he fell back on
the cushions in a frank collapse.

Very gradually and very vaguely he realised into what rich roads
the carriage was carrying him. He saw that they passed the stone
gates of what might have been a park, that they began gradually to
climb a hill which, while wooded on both sides, was somewhat more
orderly than a forest. Then there began to grow upon him, as upon a
man slowly waking from a healthy sleep, a pleasure in everything.
He felt that the hedges were what hedges should be, living walls;
that a hedge is like a human army, disciplined, but all the more
alive. He saw high elms behind the hedges, and vaguely thought how
happy boys would be climbing there. Then his carriage took a turn
of the path, and he saw suddenly and quietly, like a long, low,
sunset cloud, a long, low house, mellow in the mild light of
sunset. All the six friends compared notes afterwards and
quarrelled; but they all agreed that in some unaccountable way the
place reminded them of their boyhood. It was either this elm-top or
that crooked path, it was either this scrap of orchard or that
shape of a window; but each man of them declared that he could
remember this place before he could remember his mother.

When the carriages eventually rolled up to a large, low,
cavernous gateway, another man in the same uniform, but wearing a
silver star on the grey breast of his coat, came out to meet them.
This impressive person said to the bewildered Syme—

"Refreshments are provided for you in your room."

Syme, under the influence of the same mesmeric sleep of
amazement, went up the large oaken stairs after the respectful
attendant. He entered a splendid suite of apartments that seemed to
be designed specially for him. He walked up to a long mirror with
the ordinary instinct of his class, to pull his tie straight or to
smooth his hair; and there he saw the frightful figure that he
was—blood running down his face from where the bough had struck
him, his hair standing out like yellow rags of rank grass, his
clothes torn into long, wavering tatters. At once the whole enigma
sprang up, simply as the question of how he had got there, and how
he was to get out again. Exactly at the same moment a man in blue,
who had been appointed as his valet, said very solemnly—

"I have put out your clothes, sir."

"Clothes!" said Syme sardonically. "I have no clothes except
these," and he lifted two long strips of his frock-coat in
fascinating festoons, and made a movement as if to twirl like a
ballet girl.

"My master asks me to say," said the attendant, "that there is a
fancy dress ball tonight, and that he desires you to put on the
costume that I have laid out. Meanwhile, sir, there is a bottle of
Burgundy and some cold pheasant, which he hopes you will not
refuse, as it is some hours before supper."

"Cold pheasant is a good thing," said Syme reflectively, "and
Burgundy is a spanking good thing. But really I do not want either
of them so much as I want to know what the devil all this means,
and what sort of costume you have got laid out for me. Where is
it?"

The servant lifted off a kind of ottoman a long peacock-blue
drapery, rather of the nature of a domino, on the front of which
was emblazoned a large golden sun, and which was splashed here and
there with flaming stars and crescents.

"You're to be dressed as Thursday, sir," said the valet somewhat
affably.

"Dressed as Thursday!" said Syme in meditation. "It doesn't
sound a warm costume."

"Oh, yes, sir," said the other eagerly, "the Thursday costume is
quite warm, sir. It fastens up to the chin."

"Well, I don't understand anything," said Syme, sighing. "I have
been used so long to uncomfortable adventures that comfortable
adventures knock me out. Still, I may be allowed to ask why I
should be particularly like Thursday in a green frock spotted all
over with the sun and moon. Those orbs, I think, shine on other
days. I once saw the moon on Tuesday, I remember."

"Beg pardon, sir," said the valet, "Bible also provided for
you," and with a respectful and rigid finger he pointed out a
passage in the first chapter of Genesis. Syme read it wondering. It
was that in which the fourth day of the week is associated with the
creation of the sun and moon. Here, however, they reckoned from a
Christian Sunday.

"This is getting wilder and wilder," said Syme, as he sat down
in a chair. "Who are these people who provide cold pheasant and
Burgundy, and green clothes and Bibles? Do they provide
everything?"

"Yes, sir, everything," said the attendant gravely. "Shall I
help you on with your costume?"

"Oh, hitch the bally thing on!" said Syme impatiently.

But though he affected to despise the mummery, he felt a curious
freedom and naturalness in his movements as the blue and gold
garment fell about him; and when he found that he had to wear a
sword, it stirred a boyish dream. As he passed out of the room he
flung the folds across his shoulder with a gesture, his sword stood
out at an angle, and he had all the swagger of a troubadour. For
these disguises did not disguise, but reveal.











Chapter 15
THE ACCUSER


AS Syme strode along the corridor he saw the Secretary standing
at the top of a great flight of stairs. The man had never looked so
noble. He was draped in a long robe of starless black, down the
centre of which fell a band or broad stripe of pure white, like a
single shaft of light. The whole looked like some very severe
ecclesiastical vestment. There was no need for Syme to search his
memory or the Bible in order to remember that the first day of
creation marked the mere creation of light out of darkness. The
vestment itself would alone have suggested the symbol; and Syme
felt also how perfectly this pattern of pure white and black
expressed the soul of the pale and austere Secretary, with his
inhuman veracity and his cold frenzy, which made him so easily make
war on the anarchists, and yet so easily pass for one of them. Syme
was scarcely surprised to notice that, amid all the ease and
hospitality of their new surroundings, this man's eyes were still
stern. No smell of ale or orchards could make the Secretary cease
to ask a reasonable question.

If Syme had been able to see himself, he would have realised
that he, too, seemed to be for the first time himself and no one
else. For if the Secretary stood for that philosopher who loves the
original and formless light, Syme was a type of the poet who seeks
always to make the light in special shapes, to split it up into sun
and star. The philosopher may sometimes love the infinite; the poet
always loves the finite. For him the great moment is not the
creation of light, but the creation of the sun and moon.

As they descended the broad stairs together they overtook
Ratcliffe, who was clad in spring green like a huntsman, and the
pattern upon whose garment was a green tangle of trees. For he
stood for that third day on which the earth and green things were
made, and his square, sensible face, with its not unfriendly
cynicism, seemed appropriate enough to it.

They were led out of another broad and low gateway into a very
large old English garden, full of torches and bonfires, by the
broken light of which a vast carnival of people were dancing in
motley dress. Syme seemed to see every shape in Nature imitated in
some crazy costume. There was a man dressed as a windmill with
enormous sails, a man dressed as an elephant, a man dressed as a
balloon; the two last, together, seemed to keep the thread of their
farcical adventures. Syme even saw, with a queer thrill, one dancer
dressed like an enormous hornbill, with a beak twice as big as
himself—the queer bird which had fixed itself on his fancy like a
living question while he was rushing down the long road at the
Zoological Gardens. There were a thousand other such objects,
however. There was a dancing lamp-post, a dancing apple tree, a
dancing ship. One would have thought that the untamable tune of
some mad musician had set all the common objects of field and
street dancing an eternal jig. And long afterwards, when Syme was
middle-aged and at rest, he could never see one of those particular
objects—a lamppost, or an apple tree, or a windmill—without
thinking that it was a strayed reveller from that revel of
masquerade.

On one side of this lawn, alive with dancers, was a sort of
green bank, like the terrace in such old-fashioned gardens.

Along this, in a kind of crescent, stood seven great chairs, the
thrones of the seven days. Gogol and Dr. Bull were already in their
seats; the Professor was just mounting to his. Gogol, or Tuesday,
had his simplicity well symbolised by a dress designed upon the
division of the waters, a dress that separated upon his forehead
and fell to his feet, grey and silver, like a sheet of rain. The
Professor, whose day was that on which the birds and fishes—the
ruder forms of life—were created, had a dress of dim purple, over
which sprawled goggle-eyed fishes and outrageous tropical birds,
the union in him of unfathomable fancy and of doubt. Dr. Bull, the
last day of Creation, wore a coat covered with heraldic animals in
red and gold, and on his crest a man rampant. He lay back in his
chair with a broad smile, the picture of an optimist in his
element.

One by one the wanderers ascended the bank and sat in their
strange seats. As each of them sat down a roar of enthusiasm rose
from the carnival, such as that with which crowds receive kings.
Cups were clashed and torches shaken, and feathered hats flung in
the air. The men for whom these thrones were reserved were men
crowned with some extraordinary laurels. But the central chair was
empty.

Syme was on the left hand of it and the Secretary on the right.
The Secretary looked across the empty throne at Syme, and said,
compressing his lips—

"We do not know yet that he is not dead in a field."

Almost as Syme heard the words, he saw on the sea of human faces
in front of him a frightful and beautiful alteration, as if heaven
had opened behind his head. But Sunday had only passed silently
along the front like a shadow, and had sat in the central seat. He
was draped plainly, in a pure and terrible white, and his hair was
like a silver flame on his forehead.

For a long time—it seemed for hours—that huge masquerade of
mankind swayed and stamped in front of them to marching and
exultant music. Every couple dancing seemed a separate romance; it
might be a fairy dancing with a pillar-box, or a peasant girl
dancing with the moon; but in each case it was, somehow, as absurd
as Alice in Wonderland, yet as grave and kind as a love story. At
last, however, the thick crowd began to thin itself. Couples
strolled away into the garden-walks, or began to drift towards that
end of the building where stood smoking, in huge pots like
fish-kettles, some hot and scented mixtures of old ale or wine.
Above all these, upon a sort of black framework on the roof of the
house, roared in its iron basket a gigantic bonfire, which lit up
the land for miles. It flung the homely effect of firelight over
the face of vast forests of grey or brown, and it seemed to fill
with warmth even the emptiness of upper night. Yet this also, after
a time, was allowed to grow fainter; the dim groups gathered more
and more round the great cauldrons, or passed, laughing and
clattering, into the inner passages of that ancient house. Soon
there were only some ten loiterers in the garden; soon only four.
Finally the last stray merry-maker ran into the house whooping to
his companions. The fire faded, and the slow, strong stars came
out. And the seven strange men were left alone, like seven stone
statues on their chairs of stone. Not one of them had spoken a
word.

They seemed in no haste to do so, but heard in silence the hum
of insects and the distant song of one bird. Then Sunday spoke, but
so dreamily that he might have been continuing a conversation
rather than beginning one.

"We will eat and drink later," he said. "Let us remain together
a little, we who have loved each other so sadly, and have fought so
long. I seem to remember only centuries of heroic war, in which you
were always heroes—epic on epic, iliad on iliad, and you always
brothers in arms. Whether it was but recently (for time is
nothing), or at the beginning of the world, I sent you out to war.
I sat in the darkness, where there is not any created thing, and to
you I was only a voice commanding valour and an unnatural virtue.
You heard the voice in the dark, and you never heard it again. The
sun in heaven denied it, the earth and sky denied it, all human
wisdom denied it. And when I met you in the daylight I denied it
myself."

Syme stirred sharply in his seat, but otherwise there was
silence, and the incomprehensible went on.

"But you were men. You did not forget your secret honour, though
the whole cosmos turned an engine of torture to tear it out of you.
I knew how near you were to hell. I know how you, Thursday, crossed
swords with King Satan, and how you, Wednesday, named me in the
hour without hope."

There was complete silence in the starlit garden, and then the
black-browed Secretary, implacable, turned in his chair towards
Sunday, and said in a harsh voice—

"Who and what are you?"

"I am the Sabbath," said the other without moving. "I am the
peace of God."

The Secretary started up, and stood crushing his costly robe in
his hand.

"I know what you mean," he cried, "and it is exactly that that I
cannot forgive you. I know you are contentment, optimism, what do
they call the thing, an ultimate reconciliation. Well, I am not
reconciled. If you were the man in the dark room, why were you also
Sunday, an offense to the sunlight? If you were from the first our
father and our friend, why were you also our greatest enemy? We
wept, we fled in terror; the iron entered into our souls—and you
are the peace of God! Oh, I can forgive God His anger, though it
destroyed nations; but I cannot forgive Him His peace."

Sunday answered not a word, but very slowly he turned his face
of stone upon Syme as if asking a question.

"No," said Syme, "I do not feel fierce like that. I am grateful
to you, not only for wine and hospitality here, but for many a fine
scamper and free fight. But I should like to know. My soul and
heart are as happy and quiet here as this old garden, but my reason
is still crying out. I should like to know."

Sunday looked at Ratcliffe, whose clear voice said—

"It seems so silly that you should have been on both sides and
fought yourself."

Bull said—

"I understand nothing, but I am happy. In fact, I am going to
sleep."

"I am not happy," said the Professor with his head in his hands,
"because I do not understand. You let me stray a little too near to
hell."

And then Gogol said, with the absolute simplicity of a
child—

"I wish I knew why I was hurt so much."

Still Sunday said nothing, but only sat with his mighty chin
upon his hand, and gazed at the distance. Then at last he said—

"I have heard your complaints in order. And here, I think, comes
another to complain, and we will hear him also."

The falling fire in the great cresset threw a last long gleam,
like a bar of burning gold, across the dim grass. Against this
fiery band was outlined in utter black the advancing legs of a
black-clad figure. He seemed to have a fine close suit with
knee-breeches such as that which was worn by the servants of the
house, only that it was not blue, but of this absolute sable. He
had, like the servants, a kind of sword by his side. It was only
when he had come quite close to the crescent of the seven and flung
up his face to look at them, that Syme saw, with thunder-struck
clearness, that the face was the broad, almost ape-like face of his
old friend Gregory, with its rank red hair and its insulting
smile.

"Gregory!" gasped Syme, half-rising from his seat. "Why, this is
the real anarchist!"

"Yes," said Gregory, with a great and dangerous restraint, "I am
the real anarchist."

"'Now there was a day,'" murmured Bull, who seemed really to
have fallen asleep, "'when the sons of God came to present
themselves before the Lord, and Satan came also among them.'"

"You are right," said Gregory, and gazed all round. "I am a
destroyer. I would destroy the world if I could."

A sense of a pathos far under the earth stirred up in Syme, and
he spoke brokenly and without sequence.

"Oh, most unhappy man," he cried, "try to be happy! You have red
hair like your sister."

"My red hair, like red flames, shall burn up the world," said
Gregory. "I thought I hated everything more than common men can
hate anything; but I find that I do not hate everything so much as
I hate you!"

"I never hated you," said Syme very sadly.

Then out of this unintelligible creature the last thunders
broke.

"You!" he cried. "You never hated because you never lived. I
know what you are all of you, from first to last—you are the people
in power! You are the police—the great fat, smiling men in blue and
buttons! You are the Law, and you have never been broken. But is
there a free soul alive that does not long to break you, only
because you have never been broken? We in revolt talk all kind of
nonsense doubtless about this crime or that crime of the
Government. It is all folly! The only crime of the Government is
that it governs. The unpardonable sin of the supreme power is that
it is supreme. I do not curse you for being cruel. I do not curse
you (though I might) for being kind. I curse you for being safe!
You sit in your chairs of stone, and have never come down from
them. You are the seven angels of heaven, and you have had no
troubles. Oh, I could forgive you everything, you that rule all
mankind, if I could feel for once that you had suffered for one
hour a real agony such as I—"

Syme sprang to his feet, shaking from head to foot.

"I see everything," he cried, "everything that there is. Why
does each thing on the earth war against each other thing? Why does
each small thing in the world have to fight against the world
itself? Why does a fly have to fight the whole universe? Why does a
dandelion have to fight the whole universe? For the same reason
that I had to be alone in the dreadful Council of the Days. So that
each thing that obeys law may have the glory and isolation of the
anarchist. So that each man fighting for order may be as brave and
good a man as the dynamiter. So that the real lie of Satan may be
flung back in the face of this blasphemer, so that by tears and
torture we may earn the right to say to this man, 'You lie!' No
agonies can be too great to buy the right to say to this accuser,
'We also have suffered.'

"It is not true that we have never been broken. We have been
broken upon the wheel. It is not true that we have never descended
from these thrones. We have descended into hell. We were
complaining of unforgettable miseries even at the very moment when
this man entered insolently to accuse us of happiness. I repel the
slander; we have not been happy. I can answer for every one of the
great guards of Law whom he has accused. At least—"

He had turned his eyes so as to see suddenly the great face of
Sunday, which wore a strange smile.

"Have you," he cried in a dreadful voice, "have you ever
suffered?"

As he gazed, the great face grew to an awful size, grew larger
than the colossal mask of Memnon, which had made him scream as a
child. It grew larger and larger, filling the whole sky; then
everything went black. Only in the blackness before it entirely
destroyed his brain he seemed to hear a distant voice saying a
commonplace text that he had heard somewhere, "Can ye drink of the
cup that I drink of?"

* * *

When men in books awake from a vision, they commonly find
themselves in some place in which they might have fallen asleep;
they yawn in a chair, or lift themselves with bruised limbs from a
field. Syme's experience was something much more psychologically
strange if there was indeed anything unreal, in the earthly sense,
about the things he had gone through. For while he could always
remember afterwards that he had swooned before the face of Sunday,
he could not remember having ever come to at all. He could only
remember that gradually and naturally he knew that he was and had
been walking along a country lane with an easy and conversational
companion. That companion had been a part of his recent drama; it
was the red-haired poet Gregory. They were walking like old
friends, and were in the middle of a conversation about some
triviality. But Syme could only feel an unnatural buoyancy in his
body and a crystal simplicity in his mind that seemed to be
superior to everything that he said or did. He felt he was in
possession of some impossible good news, which made every other
thing a triviality, but an adorable triviality.

Dawn was breaking over everything in colours at once clear and
timid; as if Nature made a first attempt at yellow and a first
attempt at rose. A breeze blew so clean and sweet, that one could
not think that it blew from the sky; it blew rather through some
hole in the sky. Syme felt a simple surprise when he saw rising all
round him on both sides of the road the red, irregular buildings of
Saffron Park. He had no idea that he had walked so near London. He
walked by instinct along one white road, on which early birds
hopped and sang, and found himself outside a fenced garden. There
he saw the sister of Gregory, the girl with the gold-red hair,
cutting lilac before breakfast, with the great unconscious gravity
of a girl.
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Chapter 1
Mr. Sherlock Holmes


Mr. Sherlock Holmes, who was usually very late in the mornings,
save upon those not infrequent occasions when he was up all night,
was seated at the breakfast table. I stood upon the hearth-rug and
picked up the stick which our visitor had left behind him the night
before. It was a fine, thick piece of wood, bulbous-headed, of the
sort which is known as a "Penang lawyer." Just under the head was a
broad silver band nearly an inch across. "To James Mortimer,
M.R.C.S., from his friends of the C.C.H.," was engraved upon it,
with the date "1884." It was just such a stick as the old-fashioned
family practitioner used to carry—dignified, solid, and
reassuring.

"Well, Watson, what do you make of it?"

Holmes was sitting with his back to me, and I had given him no
sign of my occupation.

"How did you know what I was doing? I believe you have eyes in
the back of your head."

"I have, at least, a well-polished, silver-plated coffee-pot in
front of me," said he. "But, tell me, Watson, what do you make of
our visitor's stick? Since we have been so unfortunate as to miss
him and have no notion of his errand, this accidental souvenir
becomes of importance. Let me hear you reconstruct the man by an
examination of it."

"I think," said I, following as far as I could the methods of my
companion, "that Dr. Mortimer is a successful, elderly medical man,
well-esteemed since those who know him give him this mark of their
appreciation."

"Good!" said Holmes. "Excellent!"

"I think also that the probability is in favour of his being a
country practitioner who does a great deal of his visiting on
foot."

"Why so?"

"Because this stick, though originally a very handsome one has
been so knocked about that I can hardly imagine a town practitioner
carrying it. The thick-iron ferrule is worn down, so it is evident
that he has done a great amount of walking with it."

"Perfectly sound!" said Holmes.

"And then again, there is the 'friends of the C.C.H.' I should
guess that to be the Something Hunt, the local hunt to whose
members he has possibly given some surgical assistance, and which
has made him a small presentation in return."

"Really, Watson, you excel yourself," said Holmes, pushing back
his chair and lighting a cigarette. "I am bound to say that in all
the accounts which you have been so good as to give of my own small
achievements you have habitually underrated your own abilities. It
may be that you are not yourself luminous, but you are a conductor
of light. Some people without possessing genius have a remarkable
power of stimulating it. I confess, my dear fellow, that I am very
much in your debt."

He had never said as much before, and I must admit that his
words gave me keen pleasure, for I had often been piqued by his
indifference to my admiration and to the attempts which I had made
to give publicity to his methods. I was proud, too, to think that I
had so far mastered his system as to apply it in a way which earned
his approval. He now took the stick from my hands and examined it
for a few minutes with his naked eyes. Then with an expression of
interest he laid down his cigarette, and carrying the cane to the
window, he looked over it again with a convex lens.

"Interesting, though elementary," said he as he returned to his
favourite corner of the settee. "There are certainly one or two
indications upon the stick. It gives us the basis for several
deductions."

"Has anything escaped me?" I asked with some self-importance. "I
trust that there is nothing of consequence which I have
overlooked?"

"I am afraid, my dear Watson, that most of your conclusions were
erroneous. When I said that you stimulated me I meant, to be frank,
that in noting your fallacies I was occasionally guided towards the
truth. Not that you are entirely wrong in this instance. The man is
certainly a country practitioner. And he walks a good deal."

"Then I was right."

"To that extent."

"But that was all."

"No, no, my dear Watson, not all—by no means all. I would
suggest, for example, that a presentation to a doctor is more
likely to come from a hospital than from a hunt, and that when the
initials 'C.C.' are placed before that hospital the words 'Charing
Cross' very naturally suggest themselves."

"You may be right."

"The probability lies in that direction. And if we take this as
a working hypothesis we have a fresh basis from which to start our
construction of this unknown visitor."

"Well, then, supposing that 'C.C.H.' does stand for 'Charing
Cross Hospital,' what further inferences may we draw?"

"Do none suggest themselves? You know my methods. Apply
them!"

"I can only think of the obvious conclusion that the man has
practised in town before going to the country."

"I think that we might venture a little farther than this. Look
at it in this light. On what occasion would it be most probable
that such a presentation would be made? When would his friends
unite to give him a pledge of their good will? Obviously at the
moment when Dr. Mortimer withdrew from the service of the hospital
in order to start a practice for himself. We know there has been a
presentation. We believe there has been a change from a town
hospital to a country practice. Is it, then, stretching our
inference too far to say that the presentation was on the occasion
of the change?"

"It certainly seems probable."

"Now, you will observe that he could not have been on the staff
of the hospital, since only a man well-established in a London
practice could hold such a position, and such a one would not drift
into the country. What was he, then? If he was in the hospital and
yet not on the staff he could only have been a house-surgeon or a
house-physician—little more than a senior student. And he left five
years ago—the date is on the stick. So your grave, middle-aged
family practitioner vanishes into thin air, my dear Watson, and
there emerges a young fellow under thirty, amiable, unambitious,
absent-minded, and the possessor of a favourite dog, which I should
describe roughly as being larger than a terrier and smaller than a
mastiff."

I laughed incredulously as Sherlock Holmes leaned back in his
settee and blew little wavering rings of smoke up to the
ceiling.

"As to the latter part, I have no means of checking you," said
I, "but at least it is not difficult to find out a few particulars
about the man's age and professional career." From my small medical
shelf I took down the Medical Directory and turned up the name.
There were several Mortimers, but only one who could be our
visitor. I read his record aloud.

"Mortimer, James, M.R.C.S., 1882, Grimpen, Dartmoor, Devon.
House-surgeon, from 1882 to 1884, at Charing Cross Hospital. Winner
of the Jackson prize for Comparative Pathology, with essay entitled
'Is Disease a Reversion?' Corresponding member of the Swedish
Pathological Society. Author of 'Some Freaks of Atavism' (Lancet
1882). 'Do We Progress?' (Journal of Psychology, March, 1883).
Medical Officer for the parishes of Grimpen, Thorsley, and High
Barrow."

"No mention of that local hunt, Watson," said Holmes with a
mischievous smile, "but a country doctor, as you very astutely
observed. I think that I am fairly justified in my inferences. As
to the adjectives, I said, if I remember right, amiable,
unambitious, and absent-minded. It is my experience that it is only
an amiable man in this world who receives testimonials, only an
unambitious one who abandons a London career for the country, and
only an absent-minded one who leaves his stick and not his
visiting-card after waiting an hour in your room."

"And the dog?"

"Has been in the habit of carrying this stick behind his master.
Being a heavy stick the dog has held it tightly by the middle, and
the marks of his teeth are very plainly visible. The dog's jaw, as
shown in the space between these marks, is too broad in my opinion
for a terrier and not broad enough for a mastiff. It may have
been—yes, by Jove, it is a curly-haired spaniel."

He had risen and paced the room as he spoke. Now he halted in
the recess of the window. There was such a ring of conviction in
his voice that I glanced up in surprise.

"My dear fellow, how can you possibly be so sure of that?"

"For the very simple reason that I see the dog himself on our
very door-step, and there is the ring of its owner. Don't move, I
beg you, Watson. He is a professional brother of yours, and your
presence may be of assistance to me. Now is the dramatic moment of
fate, Watson, when you hear a step upon the stair which is walking
into your life, and you know not whether for good or ill. What does
Dr. James Mortimer, the man of science, ask of Sherlock Holmes, the
specialist in crime? Come in!"

The appearance of our visitor was a surprise to me, since I had
expected a typical country practitioner. He was a very tall, thin
man, with a long nose like a beak, which jutted out between two
keen, gray eyes, set closely together and sparkling brightly from
behind a pair of gold-rimmed glasses. He was clad in a professional
but rather slovenly fashion, for his frock-coat was dingy and his
trousers frayed. Though young, his long back was already bowed, and
he walked with a forward thrust of his head and a general air of
peering benevolence. As he entered his eyes fell upon the stick in
Holmes's hand, and he ran towards it with an exclamation of joy. "I
am so very glad," said he. "I was not sure whether I had left it
here or in the Shipping Office. I would not lose that stick for the
world."

"A presentation, I see," said Holmes.

"Yes, sir."

"From Charing Cross Hospital?"

"From one or two friends there on the occasion of my
marriage."

"Dear, dear, that's bad!" said Holmes, shaking his head.

Dr. Mortimer blinked through his glasses in mild astonishment.
"Why was it bad?"

"Only that you have disarranged our little deductions. Your
marriage, you say?"

"Yes, sir. I married, and so left the hospital, and with it all
hopes of a consulting practice. It was necessary to make a home of
my own."

"Come, come, we are not so far wrong, after all," said Holmes.
"And now, Dr. James Mortimer—"

"Mister, sir, Mister—a humble M.R.C.S."

"And a man of precise mind, evidently."

"A dabbler in science, Mr. Holmes, a picker up of shells on the
shores of the great unknown ocean. I presume that it is Mr.
Sherlock Holmes whom I am addressing and not—"

"No, this is my friend Dr. Watson."

"Glad to meet you, sir. I have heard your name mentioned in
connection with that of your friend. You interest me very much, Mr.
Holmes. I had hardly expected so dolichocephalic a skull or such
well-marked supra-orbital development. Would you have any objection
to my running my finger along your parietal fissure? A cast of your
skull, sir, until the original is available, would be an ornament
to any anthropological museum. It is not my intention to be
fulsome, but I confess that I covet your skull."

Sherlock Holmes waved our strange visitor into a chair. "You are
an enthusiast in your line of thought, I perceive, sir, as I am in
mine," said he. "I observe from your forefinger that you make your
own cigarettes. Have no hesitation in lighting one."

The man drew out paper and tobacco and twirled the one up in the
other with surprising dexterity. He had long, quivering fingers as
agile and restless as the antennae of an insect.

Holmes was silent, but his little darting glances showed me the
interest which he took in our curious companion. "I presume, sir,"
said he at last, "that it was not merely for the purpose of
examining my skull that you have done me the honour to call here
last night and again to-day?"

"No, sir, no; though I am happy to have had the opportunity of
doing that as well. I came to you, Mr. Holmes, because I recognized
that I am myself an unpractical man and because I am suddenly
confronted with a most serious and extraordinary problem.
Recognizing, as I do, that you are the second highest expert in
Europe—"

"Indeed, sir! May I inquire who has the honour to be the first?"
asked Holmes with some asperity.

"To the man of precisely scientific mind the work of Monsieur
Bertillon must always appeal strongly."

"Then had you not better consult him?"

"I said, sir, to the precisely scientific mind. But as a
practical man of affairs it is acknowledged that you stand alone. I
trust, sir, that I have not inadvertently—"

"Just a little," said Holmes. "I think, Dr. Mortimer, you would
do wisely if without more ado you would kindly tell me plainly what
the exact nature of the problem is in which you demand my
assistance."











Chapter 2
The Curse of the Baskervilles


"I have in my pocket a manuscript," said Dr. James Mortimer.

"I observed it as you entered the room," said Holmes.

"It is an old manuscript."

"Early eighteenth century, unless it is a forgery."

"How can you say that, sir?"

"You have presented an inch or two of it to my examination all
the time that you have been talking. It would be a poor expert who
could not give the date of a document within a decade or so. You
may possibly have read my little monograph upon the subject. I put
that at 1730."

"The exact date is 1742." Dr. Mortimer drew it from his breast-
pocket. "This family paper was committed to my care by Sir Charles
Baskerville, whose sudden and tragic death some three months ago
created so much excitement in Devonshire. I may say that I was his
personal friend as well as his medical attendant. He was a
strong-minded man, sir, shrewd, practical, and as unimaginative as
I am myself. Yet he took this document very seriously, and his mind
was prepared for just such an end as did eventually overtake
him."

Holmes stretched out his hand for the manuscript and flattened
it upon his knee. "You will observe, Watson, the alternative use of
the long s and the short. It is one of several indications which
enabled me to fix the date."

I looked over his shoulder at the yellow paper and the faded
script. At the head was written: "Baskerville Hall," and below in
large, scrawling figures: "1742."

"It appears to be a statement of some sort."

"Yes, it is a statement of a certain legend which runs in the
Baskerville family."

"But I understand that it is something more modern and practical
upon which you wish to consult me?"

"Most modern. A most practical, pressing matter, which must be
decided within twenty-four hours. But the manuscript is short and
is intimately connected with the affair. With your permission I
will read it to you."

Holmes leaned back in his chair, placed his finger-tips
together, and closed his eyes, with an air of resignation. Dr.
Mortimer turned the manuscript to the light and read in a high,
cracking voice the following curious, old-world narrative:

"Of the origin of the Hound of the Baskervilles there have been
many statements, yet as I come in a direct line from Hugo
Baskerville, and as I had the story from my father, who also had it
from his, I have set it down with all belief that it occurred even
as is here set forth. And I would have you believe, my sons, that
the same Justice which punishes sin may also most graciously
forgive it, and that no ban is so heavy but that by prayer and
repentance it may be removed. Learn then from this story not to
fear the fruits of the past, but rather to be circumspect in the
future, that those foul passions whereby our family has suffered so
grievously may not again be loosed to our undoing.

"Know then that in the time of the Great Rebellion (the history
of which by the learned Lord Clarendon I most earnestly commend to
your attention) this Manor of Baskerville was held by Hugo of that
name, nor can it be gainsaid that he was a most wild, profane, and
godless man. This, in truth, his neighbours might have pardoned,
seeing that saints have never flourished in those parts, but there
was in him a certain wanton and cruel humour which made his name a
by-word through the West. It chanced that this Hugo came to love
(if, indeed, so dark a passion may be known under so bright a name)
the daughter of a yeoman who held lands near the Baskerville
estate. But the young maiden, being discreet and of good repute,
would ever avoid him, for she feared his evil name. So it came to
pass that one Michaelmas this Hugo, with five or six of his idle
and wicked companions, stole down upon the farm and carried off the
maiden, her father and brothers being from home, as he well knew.
When they had brought her to the Hall the maiden was placed in an
upper chamber, while Hugo and his friends sat down to a long
carouse, as was their nightly custom. Now, the poor lass upstairs
was like to have her wits turned at the singing and shouting and
terrible oaths which came up to her from below, for they say that
the words used by Hugo Baskerville, when he was in wine, were such
as might blast the man who said them. At last in the stress of her
fear she did that which might have daunted the bravest or most
active man, for by the aid of the growth of ivy which covered (and
still covers) the south wall she came down from under the eaves,
and so homeward across the moor, there being three leagues betwixt
the Hall and her father's farm.

"It chanced that some little time later Hugo left his guests to
carry food and drink—with other worse things, perchance—to his
captive, and so found the cage empty and the bird escaped. Then, as
it would seem, he became as one that hath a devil, for, rushing
down the stairs into the dining-hall, he sprang upon the great
table, flagons and trenchers flying before him, and he cried aloud
before all the company that he would that very night render his
body and soul to the Powers of Evil if he might but overtake the
wench. And while the revellers stood aghast at the fury of the man,
one more wicked or, it may be, more drunken than the rest, cried
out that they should put the hounds upon her. Whereat Hugo ran from
the house, crying to his grooms that they should saddle his mare
and unkennel the pack, and giving the hounds a kerchief of the
maid's, he swung them to the line, and so off full cry in the
moonlight over the moor.

"Now, for some space the revellers stood agape, unable to
understand all that had been done in such haste. But anon their
bemused wits awoke to the nature of the deed which was like to be
done upon the moorlands. Everything was now in an uproar, some
calling for their pistols, some for their horses, and some for
another flask of wine. But at length some sense came back to their
crazed minds, and the whole of them, thirteen in number, took horse
and started in pursuit. The moon shone clear above them, and they
rode swiftly abreast, taking that course which the maid must needs
have taken if she were to reach her own home.

"They had gone a mile or two when they passed one of the night
shepherds upon the moorlands, and they cried to him to know if he
had seen the hunt. And the man, as the story goes, was so crazed
with fear that he could scarce speak, but at last he said that he
had indeed seen the unhappy maiden, with the hounds upon her track.
'But I have seen more than that,' said he, 'for Hugo Baskerville
passed me upon his black mare, and there ran mute behind him such a
hound of hell as God forbid should ever be at my heels.' So the
drunken squires cursed the shepherd and rode onward. But soon their
skins turned cold, for there came a galloping across the moor, and
the black mare, dabbled with white froth, went past with trailing
bridle and empty saddle. Then the revellers rode close together,
for a great fear was on them, but they still followed over the
moor, though each, had he been alone, would have been right glad to
have turned his horse's head. Riding slowly in this fashion they
came at last upon the hounds. These, though known for their valour
and their breed, were whimpering in a cluster at the head of a deep
dip or goyal, as we call it, upon the moor, some slinking away and
some, with starting hackles and staring eyes, gazing down the
narrow valley before them.

"The company had come to a halt, more sober men, as you may
guess, than when they started. The most of them would by no means
advance, but three of them, the boldest, or it may be the most
drunken, rode forward down the goyal. Now, it opened into a broad
space in which stood two of those great stones, still to be seen
there, which were set by certain forgotten peoples in the days of
old. The moon was shining bright upon the clearing, and there in
the centre lay the unhappy maid where she had fallen, dead of fear
and of fatigue. But it was not the sight of her body, nor yet was
it that of the body of Hugo Baskerville lying near her, which
raised the hair upon the heads of these three dare-devil
roysterers, but it was that, standing over Hugo, and plucking at
his throat, there stood a foul thing, a great, black beast, shaped
like a hound, yet larger than any hound that ever mortal eye has
rested upon. And even as they looked the thing tore the throat out
of Hugo Baskerville, on which, as it turned its blazing eyes and
dripping jaws upon them, the three shrieked with fear and rode for
dear life, still screaming, across the moor. One, it is said, died
that very night of what he had seen, and the other twain were but
broken men for the rest of their days.

"Such is the tale, my sons, of the coming of the hound which is
said to have plagued the family so sorely ever since. If I have set
it down it is because that which is clearly known hath less terror
than that which is but hinted at and guessed. Nor can it be denied
that many of the family have been unhappy in their deaths, which
have been sudden, bloody, and mysterious. Yet may we shelter
ourselves in the infinite goodness of Providence, which would not
forever punish the innocent beyond that third or fourth generation
which is threatened in Holy Writ. To that Providence, my sons, I
hereby commend you, and I counsel you by way of caution to forbear
from crossing the moor in those dark hours when the powers of evil
are exalted.

"[This from Hugo Baskerville to his sons Rodger and John, with
instructions that they say nothing thereof to their sister
Elizabeth.]"

When Dr. Mortimer had finished reading this singular narrative
he pushed his spectacles up on his forehead and stared across at
Mr. Sherlock Holmes. The latter yawned and tossed the end of his
cigarette into the fire.

"Well?" said he.

"Do you not find it interesting?"

"To a collector of fairy tales."

Dr. Mortimer drew a folded newspaper out of his pocket.

"Now, Mr. Holmes, we will give you something a little more
recent. This is the Devon County Chronicle of May 14th of this
year. It is a short account of the facts elicited at the death of
Sir Charles Baskerville which occurred a few days before that
date."

My friend leaned a little forward and his expression became
intent. Our visitor readjusted his glasses and began:

"The recent sudden death of Sir Charles Baskerville, whose name
has been mentioned as the probable Liberal candidate for Mid-Devon
at the next election, has cast a gloom over the county. Though Sir
Charles had resided at Baskerville Hall for a comparatively short
period his amiability of character and extreme generosity had won
the affection and respect of all who had been brought into contact
with him. In these days of nouveaux riches it is refreshing to find
a case where the scion of an old county family which has fallen
upon evil days is able to make his own fortune and to bring it back
with him to restore the fallen grandeur of his line. Sir Charles,
as is well known, made large sums of money in South African
speculation. More wise than those who go on until the wheel turns
against them, he realized his gains and returned to England with
them. It is only two years since he took up his residence at
Baskerville Hall, and it is common talk how large were those
schemes of reconstruction and improvement which have been
interrupted by his death. Being himself childless, it was his
openly expressed desire that the whole countryside should, within
his own lifetime, profit by his good fortune, and many will have
personal reasons for bewailing his untimely end. His generous
donations to local and county charities have been frequently
chronicled in these columns.

"The circumstances connected with the death of Sir Charles
cannot be said to have been entirely cleared up by the inquest, but
at least enough has been done to dispose of those rumours to which
local superstition has given rise. There is no reason whatever to
suspect foul play, or to imagine that death could be from any but
natural causes. Sir Charles was a widower, and a man who may be
said to have been in some ways of an eccentric habit of mind. In
spite of his considerable wealth he was simple in his personal
tastes, and his indoor servants at Baskerville Hall consisted of a
married couple named Barrymore, the husband acting as butler and
the wife as housekeeper. Their evidence, corroborated by that of
several friends, tends to show that Sir Charles's health has for
some time been impaired, and points especially to some affection of
the heart, manifesting itself in changes of colour, breathlessness,
and acute attacks of nervous depression. Dr. James Mortimer, the
friend and medical attendant of the deceased, has given evidence to
the same effect.

"The facts of the case are simple. Sir Charles Baskerville was
in the habit every night before going to bed of walking down the
famous yew alley of Baskerville Hall. The evidence of the
Barrymores shows that this had been his custom. On the fourth of
May Sir Charles had declared his intention of starting next day for
London, and had ordered Barrymore to prepare his luggage. That
night he went out as usual for his nocturnal walk, in the course of
which he was in the habit of smoking a cigar. He never returned. At
twelve o'clock Barrymore, finding the hall door still open, became
alarmed, and, lighting a lantern, went in search of his master. The
day had been wet, and Sir Charles's footmarks were easily traced
down the alley. Halfway down this walk there is a gate which leads
out on to the moor. There were indications that Sir Charles had
stood for some little time here. He then proceeded down the alley,
and it was at the far end of it that his body was discovered. One
fact which has not been explained is the statement of Barrymore
that his master's footprints altered their character from the time
that he passed the moor-gate, and that he appeared from thence
onward to have been walking upon his toes. One Murphy, a gipsy
horse-dealer, was on the moor at no great distance at the time, but
he appears by his own confession to have been the worse for drink.
He declares that he heard cries but is unable to state from what
direction they came. No signs of violence were to be discovered
upon Sir Charles's person, and though the doctor's evidence pointed
to an almost incredible facial distortion—so great that Dr.
Mortimer refused at first to believe that it was indeed his friend
and patient who lay before him—it was explained that that is a
symptom which is not unusual in cases of dyspnoea and death from
cardiac exhaustion. This explanation was borne out by the
post-mortem examination, which showed long-standing organic
disease, and the coroner's jury returned a verdict in accordance
with the medical evidence. It is well that this is so, for it is
obviously of the utmost importance that Sir Charles's heir should
settle at the Hall and continue the good work which has been so
sadly interrupted. Had the prosaic finding of the coroner not
finally put an end to the romantic stories which have been
whispered in connection with the affair, it might have been
difficult to find a tenant for Baskerville Hall. It is understood
that the next of kin is Mr. Henry Baskerville, if he be still
alive, the son of Sir Charles Baskerville's younger brother. The
young man when last heard of was in America, and inquiries are
being instituted with a view to informing him of his good
fortune."

Dr. Mortimer refolded his paper and replaced it in his pocket.
"Those are the public facts, Mr. Holmes, in connection with the
death of Sir Charles Baskerville."

"I must thank you," said Sherlock Holmes, "for calling my
attention to a case which certainly presents some features of
interest. I had observed some newspaper comment at the time, but I
was exceedingly preoccupied by that little affair of the Vatican
cameos, and in my anxiety to oblige the Pope I lost touch with
several interesting English cases. This article, you say, contains
all the public facts?"

"It does."

"Then let me have the private ones." He leaned back, put his
finger-tips together, and assumed his most impassive and judicial
expression.

"In doing so," said Dr. Mortimer, who had begun to show signs of
some strong emotion, "I am telling that which I have not confided
to anyone. My motive for withholding it from the coroner's inquiry
is that a man of science shrinks from placing himself in the public
position of seeming to indorse a popular superstition. I had the
further motive that Baskerville Hall, as the paper says, would
certainly remain untenanted if anything were done to increase its
already rather grim reputation. For both these reasons I thought
that I was justified in telling rather less than I knew, since no
practical good could result from it, but with you there is no
reason why I should not be perfectly frank.

"The moor is very sparsely inhabited, and those who live near
each other are thrown very much together. For this reason I saw a
good deal of Sir Charles Baskerville. With the exception of Mr.
Frankland, of Lafter Hall, and Mr. Stapleton, the naturalist, there
are no other men of education within many miles. Sir Charles was a
retiring man, but the chance of his illness brought us together,
and a community of interests in science kept us so. He had brought
back much scientific information from South Africa, and many a
charming evening we have spent together discussing the comparative
anatomy of the Bushman and the Hottentot.

"Within the last few months it became increasingly plain to me
that Sir Charles's nervous system was strained to the breaking
point. He had taken this legend which I have read you exceedingly
to heart—so much so that, although he would walk in his own
grounds, nothing would induce him to go out upon the moor at night.
Incredible as it may appear to you, Mr. Holmes, he was honestly
convinced that a dreadful fate overhung his family, and certainly
the records which he was able to give of his ancestors were not
encouraging. The idea of some ghastly presence constantly haunted
him, and on more than one occasion he has asked me whether I had on
my medical journeys at night ever seen any strange creature or
heard the baying of a hound. The latter question he put to me
several times, and always with a voice which vibrated with
excitement.

"I can well remember driving up to his house in the evening some
three weeks before the fatal event. He chanced to be at his hall
door. I had descended from my gig and was standing in front of him,
when I saw his eyes fix themselves over my shoulder and stare past
me with an expression of the most dreadful horror. I whisked round
and had just time to catch a glimpse of something which I took to
be a large black calf passing at the head of the drive. So excited
and alarmed was he that I was compelled to go down to the spot
where the animal had been and look around for it. It was gone,
however, and the incident appeared to make the worst impression
upon his mind. I stayed with him all the evening, and it was on
that occasion, to explain the emotion which he had shown, that he
confided to my keeping that narrative which I read to you when
first I came. I mention this small episode because it assumes some
importance in view of the tragedy which followed, but I was
convinced at the time that the matter was entirely trivial and that
his excitement had no justification.

"It was at my advice that Sir Charles was about to go to London.
His heart was, I knew, affected, and the constant anxiety in which
he lived, however chimerical the cause of it might be, was
evidently having a serious effect upon his health. I thought that a
few months among the distractions of town would send him back a new
man. Mr. Stapleton, a mutual friend who was much concerned at his
state of health, was of the same opinion. At the last instant came
this terrible catastrophe.

"On the night of Sir Charles's death Barrymore the butler who
made the discovery, sent Perkins the groom on horseback to me, and
as I was sitting up late I was able to reach Baskerville Hall
within an hour of the event. I checked and corroborated all the
facts which were mentioned at the inquest. I followed the footsteps
down the yew alley, I saw the spot at the moor-gate where he seemed
to have waited, I remarked the change in the shape of the prints
after that point, I noted that there were no other footsteps save
those of Barrymore on the soft gravel, and finally I carefully
examined the body, which had not been touched until my arrival. Sir
Charles lay on his face, his arms out, his fingers dug into the
ground, and his features convulsed with some strong emotion to such
an extent that I could hardly have sworn to his identity. There was
certainly no physical injury of any kind. But one false statement
was made by Barrymore at the inquest. He said that there were no
traces upon the ground round the body. He did not observe any. But
I did—some little distance off, but fresh and clear."

"Footprints?"

"Footprints."

"A man's or a woman's?"

Dr. Mortimer looked strangely at us for an instant, and his
voice sank almost to a whisper as he answered.

"Mr. Holmes, they were the footprints of a gigantic hound!"











Chapter 3
The Problem


I confess at these words a shudder passed through me. There was
a thrill in the doctor's voice which showed that he was himself
deeply moved by that which he told us. Holmes leaned forward in his
excitement and his eyes had the hard, dry glitter which shot from
them when he was keenly interested.

"You saw this?"

"As clearly as I see you."

"And you said nothing?"

"What was the use?"

"How was it that no one else saw it?"

"The marks were some twenty yards from the body and no one gave
them a thought. I don't suppose I should have done so had I not
known this legend."

"There are many sheep-dogs on the moor?"

"No doubt, but this was no sheep-dog."

"You say it was large?"

"Enormous. "

"But it had not approached the body?"

"No."

"What sort of night was it?'

"Damp and raw."

"But not actually raining?"

"No."

"What is the alley like?"

"There are two lines of old yew hedge, twelve feet high and
impenetrable. The walk in the centre is about eight feet
across."

"Is there anything between the hedges and the walk?"

"Yes, there is a strip of grass about six feet broad on either
side."

"I understand that the yew hedge is penetrated at one point by a
gate?"

"Yes, the wicket-gate which leads on to the moor."

"Is there any other opening?"

"None."

"So that to reach the yew alley one either has to come down it
from the house or else to enter it by the moor-gate?"

"There is an exit through a summer-house at the far end."

"Had Sir Charles reached this?"

"No; he lay about fifty yards from it."

"Now, tell me, Dr. Mortimer—and this is important—the marks
which you saw were on the path and not on the grass?"

"No marks could show on the grass."

"Were they on the same side of the path as the moor-gate?"

"Yes; they were on the edge of the path on the same side as the
moor-gate."

"You interest me exceedingly. Another point. Was the wicket-gate
closed?"

"Closed and padlocked."

"How high was it?"

"About four feet high."

"Then anyone could have got over it?"

"Yes."

"And what marks did you see by the wicket-gate?"

"None in particular."

"Good heaven! Did no one examine?"

"Yes, I examined, myself."

"And found nothing?"

"It was all very confused. Sir Charles had evidently stood there
for five or ten minutes."

"How do you know that?"

"Because the ash had twice dropped from his cigar."

"Excellent! This is a colleague, Watson, after our own heart.
But the marks?"

"He had left his own marks all over that small patch of gravel.
I could discern no others."

Sherlock Holmes struck his hand against his knee with an
impatient gesture.

"If I had only been there!" he cried. "It is evidently a case of
extraordinary interest, and one which presented immense
opportunities to the scientific expert. That gravel page upon which
I might have read so much has been long ere this smudged by the
rain and defaced by the clogs of curious peasants. Oh, Dr.
Mortimer, Dr. Mortimer, to think that you should not have called me
in! You have indeed much to answer for."

"I could not call you in, Mr. Holmes, without disclosing these
facts to the world, and I have already given my reasons for not
wishing to do so. Besides, besides—"

"Why do you hesitate?"

"There is a realm in which the most acute and most experienced
of detectives is helpless."

"You mean that the thing is supernatural?"

"I did not positively say so."

"No, but you evidently think it."

"Since the tragedy, Mr. Holmes, there have come to my ears
several incidents which are hard to reconcile with the settled
order of Nature."

"For example?"

"I find that before the terrible event occurred several people
had seen a creature upon the moor which corresponds with this
Baskerville demon, and which could not possibly be any animal known
to science. They all agreed that it was a huge creature, luminous,
ghastly, and spectral. I have cross-examined these men, one of them
a hard-headed countryman, one a farrier, and one a moorland farmer,
who all tell the same story of this dreadful apparition, exactly
corresponding to the hell-hound of the legend. I assure you that
there is a reign of terror in the district, and that it is a hardy
man who will cross the moor at night."

"And you, a trained man of science, believe it to be
supernatural?"

"I do not know what to believe."

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. "I have hitherto confined my
investigations to this world," said he. "In a modest way I have
combated evil, but to take on the Father of Evil himself would,
perhaps, be too ambitious a task. Yet you must admit that the
footmark is material."

"The original hound was material enough to tug a man's throat
out, and yet he was diabolical as well."

"I see that you have quite gone over to the supernaturalists.
But now, Dr. Mortimer, tell me this. If you hold these views why
have you come to consult me at all? You tell me in the same breath
that it is useless to investigate Sir Charles's death, and that you
desire me to do it."

"I did not say that I desired you to do it."

"Then, how can I assist you?"

"By advising me as to what I should do with Sir Henry
Baskerville, who arrives at Waterloo Station"—Dr. Mortimer looked
at his watch—"in exactly one hour and a quarter."

"He being the heir?"

"Yes. On the death of Sir Charles we inquired for this young
gentleman and found that he had been farming in Canada. From the
accounts which have reached us he is an excellent fellow in every
way. I speak now not as a medical man but as a trustee and executor
of Sir Charles's will."

"There is no other claimant, I presume?"

"None. The only other kinsman whom we have been able to trace
was Rodger Baskerville, the youngest of three brothers of whom poor
Sir Charles was the elder. The second brother, who died young, is
the father of this lad Henry. The third, Rodger, was the black
sheep of the family. He came of the old masterful Baskerville
strain and was the very image, they tell me, of the family picture
of old Hugo. He made England too hot to hold him, fled to Central
America, and died there in 1876 of yellow fever. Henry is the last
of the Baskervilles. In one hour and five minutes I meet him at
Waterloo Station. I have had a wire that he arrived at Southampton
this morning. Now, Mr. Holmes, what would you advise me to do with
him?"

"Why should he not go to the home of his fathers?"

"It seems natural, does it not? And yet, consider that every
Baskerville who goes there meets with an evil fate. I feel sure
that if Sir Charles could have spoken with me before his death he
would have warned me against bringing this, the last of the old
race, and the heir to great wealth, to that deadly place. And yet
it cannot be denied that the prosperity of the whole poor, bleak
countryside depends upon his presence. All the good work which has
been done by Sir Charles will crash to the ground if there is no
tenant of the Hall. I fear lest I should be swayed too much by my
own obvious interest in the matter, and that is why I bring the
case before you and ask for your advice."

Holmes considered for a little time.

"Put into plain words, the matter is this," said he. "In your
opinion there is a diabolical agency which makes Dartmoor an unsafe
abode for a Baskerville—that is your opinion?"

"At least I might go the length of saying that there is some
evidence that this may be so."

"Exactly. But surely, if your supernatural theory be correct, it
could work the young man evil in London as easily as in Devonshire.
A devil with merely local powers like a parish vestry would be too
inconceivable a thing."

"You put the matter more flippantly, Mr. Holmes, than you would
probably do if you were brought into personal contact with these
things. Your advice, then, as I understand it, is that the young
man will be as safe in Devonshire as in London. He comes in fifty
minutes. What would you recommend?"

"I recommend, sir, that you take a cab, call off your spaniel
who is scratching at my front door, and proceed to Waterloo to meet
Sir Henry Baskerville."

"And then?"

"And then you will say nothing to him at all until I have made
up my mind about the matter."

"How long will it take you to make up your mind?"

"Twenty-four hours. At ten o'clock to-morrow, Dr. Mortimer, I
will be much obliged to you if you will call upon me here, and it
will be of help to me in my plans for the future if you will bring
Sir Henry Baskerville with you."

"I will do so, Mr. Holmes." He scribbled the appointment on his
shirt-cuff and hurried off in his strange, peering, absent-minded
fashion. Holmes stopped him at the head of the stair.

"Only one more question, Dr. Mortimer. You say that before Sir
Charles Baskerville's death several people saw this apparition upon
the moor?"

"Three people did."

"Did any see it after?"

"I have not heard of any."

"Thank you. Good-morning."

Holmes returned to his seat with that quiet look of inward
satisfaction which meant that he had a congenial task before
him.

"Going out, Watson?"

"Unless I can help you."

"No, my dear fellow, it is at the hour of action that I turn to
you for aid. But this is splendid, really unique from some points
of view. When you pass Bradley's, would you ask him to send up a
pound of the strongest shag tobacco? Thank you. It would be as well
if you could make it convenient not to return before evening. Then
I should be very glad to compare impressions as to this most
interesting problem which has been submitted to us this
morning."

I knew that seclusion and solitude were very necessary for my
friend in those hours of intense mental concentration during which
he weighed every particle of evidence, constructed alternative
theories, balanced one against the other, and made up his mind as
to which points were essential and which immaterial. I therefore
spent the day at my club and did not return to Baker Street until
evening. It was nearly nine o'clock when I found myself in the
sitting-room once more.

My first impression as I opened the door was that a fire had
broken out, for the room was so filled with smoke that the light of
the lamp upon the table was blurred by it. As I entered, however,
my fears were set at rest, for it was the acrid fumes of strong
coarse tobacco which took me by the throat and set me coughing.
Through the haze I had a vague vision of Holmes in his
dressing-gown coiled up in an armchair with his black clay pipe
between his lips. Several rolls of paper lay around him.

"Caught cold, Watson?" said he.

"No, it's this poisonous atmosphere."

"I suppose it is pretty thick, now that you mention it."

"Thick! It is intolerable."

"Open the window, then! You have been at your club all day, I
perceive."

"My dear Holmes!"

"Am I right?"

"Certainly, but how?"

He laughed at my bewildered expression. "There is a delightful
freshness about you, Watson, which makes it a pleasure to exercise
any small powers which I possess at your expense. A gentleman goes
forth on a showery and miry day. He returns immaculate in the
evening with the gloss still on his hat and his boots. He has been
a fixture therefore all day. He is not a man with intimate friends.
Where, then, could he have been? Is it not obvious?"

"Well, it is rather obvious."

"The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance
ever observes. Where do you think that I have been?"

"A fixture also."

"On the contrary, I have been to Devonshire."

"In spirit?"

"Exactly. My body has remained in this armchair and has, I
regret to observe, consumed in my absence two large pots of coffee
and an incredible amount of tobacco. After you left I sent down to
Stamford's for the Ordnance map of this portion of the moor, and my
spirit has hovered over it all day. I flatter myself that I could
find my way about."

"A large-scale map, I presume?"

"Very large."

He unrolled one section and held it over his knee. "Here you
have the particular district which concerns us. That is Baskerville
Hall in the middle."

"With a wood round it?"

"Exactly. I fancy the yew alley, though not marked under that
name, must stretch along this line, with the moor, as you perceive,
upon the right of it. This small clump of buildings here is the
hamlet of Grimpen, where our friend Dr. Mortimer has his
headquarters. Within a radius of five miles there are, as you see,
only a very few scattered dwellings. Here is Lafter Hall, which was
mentioned in the narrative. There is a house indicated here which
may be the residence of the naturalist—Stapleton, if I remember
right, was his name. Here are two moorland farmhouses, High Tor and
Foulmire. Then fourteen miles away the great convict prison of
Princetown. Between and around these scattered points extends the
desolate, lifeless moor. This, then, is the stage upon which
tragedy has been played, and upon which we may help to play it
again."

"It must be a wild place."

"Yes, the setting is a worthy one. If the devil did desire to
have a hand in the affairs of men—"

"Then you are yourself inclining to the supernatural
explanation."

"The devil's agents may be of flesh and blood, may they not?
There are two questions waiting for us at the outset. The one is
whether any crime has been committed at all; the second is, what is
the crime and how was it committed? Of course, if Dr. Mortimer's
surmise should be correct, and we are dealing with forces outside
the ordinary laws of Nature, there is an end of our investigation.
But we are bound to exhaust all other hypotheses before falling
back upon this one. I think we'll shut that window again, if you
don't mind. It is a singular thing, but I find that a concentrated
atmosphere helps a concentration of thought. I have not pushed it
to the length of getting into a box to think, but that is the
logical outcome of my convictions. Have you turned the case over in
your mind?"

"Yes, I have thought a good deal of it in the course of the
day."

"What do you make of it?"

"It is very bewildering."

"It has certainly a character of its own. There are points of
distinction about it. That change in the footprints, for example.
What do you make of that?"

"Mortimer said that the man had walked on tiptoe down that
portion of the alley."

"He only repeated what some fool had said at the inquest. Why
should a man walk on tiptoe down the alley?"

"What then?"

"He was running, Watson—running desperately, running for his
life, running until he burst his heart—and fell dead upon his
face."

"Running from what?"

"There lies our problem. There are indications that the man was
crazed with fear before ever he began to run."

"How can you say that?"

"I am presuming that the cause of his fears came to him across
the moor. If that were so, and it seems most probable only a man
who had lost his wits would have run from the house instead of
towards it. If the gipsy's evidence may be taken as true, he ran
with cries for help in the direction where help was least likely to
be. Then, again, whom was he waiting for that night, and why was he
waiting for him in the yew alley rather than in his own house?"

"You think that he was waiting for someone?"

"The man was elderly and infirm. We can understand his taking an
evening stroll, but the ground was damp and the night inclement. Is
it natural that he should stand for five or ten minutes, as Dr.
Mortimer, with more practical sense than I should have given him
credit for, deduced from the cigar ash?"

"But he went out every evening."

"I think it unlikely that he waited at the moor-gate every
evening. On the contrary, the evidence is that he avoided the moor.
That night he waited there. It was the night before he made his
departure for London. The thing takes shape, Watson. It becomes
coherent. Might I ask you to hand me my violin, and we will
postpone all further thought upon this business until we have had
the advantage of meeting Dr. Mortimer and Sir Henry Baskerville in
the morning."











Chapter 4
Sir Henry Baskerville


Our breakfast table was cleared early, and Holmes waited in his
dressing-gown for the promised interview. Our clients were punctual
to their appointment, for the clock had just struck ten when Dr.
Mortimer was shown up, followed by the young baronet. The latter
was a small, alert, dark-eyed man about thirty years of age, very
sturdily built, with thick black eyebrows and a strong, pugnacious
face. He wore a ruddy-tinted tweed suit and had the weather-beaten
appearance of one who has spent most of his time in the open air,
and yet there was something in his steady eye and the quiet
assurance of his bearing which indicated the gentleman.

"This is Sir Henry Baskerville," said Dr. Mortimer.

"Why, yes," said he, "and the strange thing is, Mr. Sherlock
Holmes, that if my friend here had not proposed coming round to you
this morning I should have come on my own account. I understand
that you think out little puzzles, and I've had one this morning
which wants more thinking out than I am able to give it."

"Pray take a seat, Sir Henry. Do I understand you to say that
you have yourself had some remarkable experience since you arrived
in London?"

"Nothing of much importance, Mr. Holmes. Only a joke, as like as
not. It was this letter, if you can call it a letter, which reached
me this morning."

He laid an envelope upon the table, and we all bent over it. It
was of common quality, grayish in colour. The address, "Sir Henry
Baskerville, Northumberland Hotel," was printed in rough
characters; the post-mark "Charing Cross," and the date of posting
the preceding evening.

"Who knew that you were going to the Northumberland Hotel?"
asked Holmes, glancing keenly across at our visitor.

"No one could have known. We only decided after I met Dr.
Mortimer."

"But Dr. Mortimer was no doubt already stopping there?"

"No, I had been staying with a friend," said the doctor.

"There was no possible indication that we intended to go to this
hotel."

"Hum! Someone seems to be very deeply interested in your
movements." Out of the envelope he took a half-sheet of fools-cap
paper folded into four. This he opened and spread flat upon the
table. Across the middle of it a single sentence had been formed by
the expedient of pasting printed words upon it. It ran:

As you value your life or your reason keep away from the
moor.

The word "moor" only was printed in ink.

"Now," said Sir Henry Baskerville, "perhaps you will tell me,
Mr. Holmes, what in thunder is the meaning of that, and who it is
that takes so much interest in my affairs?"

"What do you make of it, Dr. Mortimer? You must allow that there
is nothing supernatural about this, at any rate?"

"No, sir, but it might very well come from someone who was
convinced that the business is supernatural."

"What business?" asked Sir Henry sharply. "It seems to me that
all you gentlemen know a great deal more than I do about my own
affairs."

"You shall share our knowledge before you leave this room, Sir
Henry. I promise you that," said Sherlock Holmes. "We will confine
ourselves for the present with your permission to this very
interesting document, which must have been put together and posted
yesterday evening. Have you yesterday's Times, Watson?"

"It is here in the corner."

"Might I trouble you for it—the inside page, please, with the
leading articles?" He glanced swiftly over it, running his eyes up
and down the columns. "Capital article this on free trade. Permit
me to give you an extract from it.

"You may be cajoled into imagining that your own special trade
or your own industry will be encouraged by a protective tariff, but
it stands to reason that such legislation must in the long run keep
away wealth from the country, diminish the value of our imports,
and lower the general conditions of life in this island.

"What do you think of that, Watson?" cried Holmes in high glee,
rubbing his hands together with satisfaction. "Don't you think that
is an admirable sentiment?"

Dr. Mortimer looked at Holmes with an air of professional
interest, and Sir Henry Baskerville turned a pair of puzzled dark
eyes upon me.

"I don't know much about the tariff and things of that kind,"
said he, "but it seems to me we've got a bit off the trail so far
as that note is concerned."

"On the contrary, I think we are particularly hot upon the
trail, Sir Henry. Watson here knows more about my methods than you
do, but I fear that even he has not quite grasped the significance
of this sentence."

"No, I confess that I see no connection."

"And yet, my dear Watson, there is so very close a connection
that the one is extracted out of the other. 'You,' 'your,' 'your,'
'life,' 'reason,' 'value,' 'keep away,' 'from the.' Don't you see
now whence these words have been taken?"

"By thunder, you're right! Well, if that isn't smart!" cried Sir
Henry.

"If any possible doubt remained it is settled by the fact that
'keep away' and 'from the' are cut out in one piece."

"Well, now—so it is!"

"Really, Mr. Holmes, this exceeds anything which I could have
imagined," said Dr. Mortimer, gazing at my friend in amazement. "I
could understand anyone saying that the words were from a
newspaper; but that you should name which, and add that it came
from the leading article, is really one of the most remarkable
things which I have ever known. How did you do it?"

"I presume, Doctor, that you could tell the skull of a negro
from that of an Esquimau?"

"Most certainly."

"But how?"

"Because that is my special hobby. The differences are obvious.
The supra-orbital crest, the facial angle, the maxillary curve,
the—"

"But this is my special hobby, and the differences are equally
obvious. There is as much difference to my eyes between the leaded
bourgeois type of a Times article and the slovenly print of an
evening half-penny paper as there could be between your negro and
your Esquimau. The detection of types is one of the most elementary
branches of knowledge to the special expert in crime, though I
confess that once when I was very young I confused the Leeds
Mercury with the Western Morning News. But a Times leader is
entirely distinctive, and these words could have been taken from
nothing else. As it was done yesterday the strong probability was
that we should find the words in yesterday's issue."

"So far as I can follow you, then, Mr. Holmes," said Sir Henry
Baskerville, "someone cut out this message with a scissors—"

"Nail-scissors," said Holmes. "You can see that it was a very
short-bladed scissors, since the cutter had to take two snips over
'keep away.'"

"That is so. Someone, then, cut out the message with a pair of
short-bladed scissors, pasted it with paste—"

"Gum," said Holmes.

"With gum on to the paper. But I want to know why the word
'moor' should have been written?"

"Because he could not find it in print. The other words were all
simple and might be found in any issue, but 'moor' would be less
common."

"Why, of course, that would explain it. Have you read anything
else in this message, Mr. Holmes?"

"There are one or two indications, and yet the utmost pains have
been taken to remove all clues. The address, you observe is printed
in rough characters. But the Times is a paper which is seldom found
in any hands but those of the highly educated. We may take it,
therefore, that the letter was composed by an educated man who
wished to pose as an uneducated one, and his effort to conceal his
own writing suggests that that writing might be known, or come to
be known, by you. Again, you will observe that the words are not
gummed on in an accurate line, but that some are much higher than
others. 'Life,' for example is quite out of its proper place. That
may point to carelessness or it may point to agitation and hurry
upon the part of the cutter. On the whole I incline to the latter
view, since the matter was evidently important, and it is unlikely
that the composer of such a letter would be careless. If he were in
a hurry it opens up the interesting question why he should be in a
hurry, since any letter posted up to early morning would reach Sir
Henry before he would leave his hotel. Did the composer fear an
interruption—and from whom?"

"We are coming now rather into the region of guesswork," said
Dr. Mortimer.

"Say, rather, into the region where we balance probabilities and
choose the most likely. It is the scientific use of the
imagination, but we have always some material basis on which to
start our speculation. Now, you would call it a guess, no doubt,
but I am almost certain that this address has been written in a
hotel."

"How in the world can you say that?"

"If you examine it carefully you will see that both the pen and
the ink have given the writer trouble. The pen has spluttered twice
in a single word and has run dry three times in a short address,
showing that there was very little ink in the bottle. Now, a
private pen or ink-bottle is seldom allowed to be in such a state,
and the combination of the two must be quite rare. But you know the
hotel ink and the hotel pen, where it is rare to get anything else.
Yes, I have very little hesitation in saying that could we examine
the waste-paper baskets of the hotels around Charing Cross until we
found the remains of the mutilated Times leader we could lay our
hands straight upon the person who sent this singular message.
Halloa! Halloa! What's this?"

He was carefully examining the foolscap, upon which the words
were pasted, holding it only an inch or two from his eyes.

"Well?"

"Nothing," said he, throwing it down. "It is a blank half-sheet
of paper, without even a water-mark upon it. I think we have drawn
as much as we can from this curious letter; and now, Sir Henry, has
anything else of interest happened to you since you have been in
London?"

"Why, no, Mr. Holmes. I think not."

"You have not observed anyone follow or watch you?"

"I seem to have walked right into the thick of a dime novel,"
said our visitor. "Why in thunder should anyone follow or watch
me?"

"We are coming to that. You have nothing else to report to us
before we go into this matter?"

"Well, it depends upon what you think worth reporting."

"I think anything out of the ordinary routine of life well worth
reporting."

Sir Henry smiled. "I don't know much of British life yet, for I
have spent nearly all my time in the States and in Canada. But I
hope that to lose one of your boots is not part of the ordinary
routine of life over here."

"You have lost one of your boots?"

"My dear sir," cried Dr. Mortimer, "it is only mislaid. You will
find it when you return to the hotel. What is the use of troubling
Mr. Holmes with trifles of this kind?"

"Well, he asked me for anything outside the ordinary
routine."

"Exactly," said Holmes, "however foolish the incident may seem.
You have lost one of your boots, you say?"

"Well, mislaid it, anyhow. I put them both outside my door last
night, and there was only one in the morning. I could get no sense
out of the chap who cleans them. The worst of it is that I only
bought the pair last night in the Strand, and I have never had them
on."

"If you have never worn them, why did you put them out to be
cleaned?"

"They were tan boots and had never been varnished. That was why
I put them out."

"Then I understand that on your arrival in London yesterday you
went out at once and bought a pair of boots?"

"I did a good deal of shopping. Dr. Mortimer here went round
with me. You see, if I am to be squire down there I must dress the
part, and it may be that I have got a little careless in my ways
out West. Among other things I bought these brown boots— gave six
dollars for them—and had one stolen before ever I had them on my
feet."

"It seems a singularly useless thing to steal," said Sherlock
Holmes. "I confess that I share Dr. Mortimer's belief that it will
not be long before the missing boot is found."

"And, now, gentlemen," said the baronet with decision, "it seems
to me that I have spoken quite enough about the little that I know.
It is time that you kept your promise and gave me a full account of
what we are all driving at."

"Your request is a very reasonable one," Holmes answered. "Dr.
Mortimer, I think you could not do better than to tell your story
as you told it to us."

Thus encouraged, our scientific friend drew his papers from his
pocket and presented the whole case as he had done upon the morning
before. Sir Henry Baskerville listened with the deepest attention
and with an occasional exclamation of surprise.

"Well, I seem to have come into an inheritance with a
vengeance," said he when the long narrative was finished. "Of
course, I've heard of the hound ever since I was in the nursery.
It's the pet story of the family, though I never thought of taking
it seriously before. But as to my uncle's death—well, it all seems
boiling up in my head, and I can't get it clear yet. You don't seem
quite to have made up your mind whether it's a case for a policeman
or a clergyman."

"Precisely."

"And now there's this affair of the letter to me at the hotel. I
suppose that fits into its place."

"It seems to show that someone knows more than we do about what
goes on upon the moor," said Dr. Mortimer.

"And also," said Holmes, "that someone is not ill-disposed
towards you, since they warn you of danger."

"Or it may be that they wish, for their own purposes, to scare
me away."

"Well, of course, that is possible also. I am very much indebted
to you, Dr. Mortimer, for introducing me to a problem which
presents several interesting alternatives. But the practical point
which we now have to decide, Sir Henry, is whether it is or is not
advisable for you to go to Baskerville Hall."

"Why should I not go?"

"There seems to be danger."

"Do you mean danger from this family fiend or do you mean danger
from human beings?"

"Well, that is what we have to find out."

"Whichever it is, my answer is fixed. There is no devil in hell,
Mr. Holmes, and there is no man upon earth who can prevent me from
going to the home of my own people, and you may take that to be my
final answer." His dark brows knitted and his face flushed to a
dusky red as he spoke. It was evident that the fiery temper of the
Baskervilles was not extinct in this their last representative.
"Meanwhile," said he, "I have hardly had time to think over all
that you have told me. It's a big thing for a man to have to
understand and to decide at one sitting. I should like to have a
quiet hour by myself to make up my mind. Now, look here, Mr.
Holmes, it's half-past eleven now and I am going back right away to
my hotel. Suppose you and your friend, Dr. Watson, come round and
lunch with us at two. I'll be able to tell you more clearly then
how this thing strikes me."

"Is that convenient to you, Watson?"

"Perfectly."

"Then you may expect us. Shall I have a cab called?"

"I'd prefer to walk, for this affair has flurried me
rather."

"I'll join you in a walk, with pleasure," said his
companion.

"Then we meet again at two o'clock. Au revoir, and
good-morning!"

We heard the steps of our visitors descend the stair and the
bang of the front door. In an instant Holmes had changed from the
languid dreamer to the man of action.

"Your hat and boots, Watson, quick! Not a moment to lose!" He
rushed into his room in his dressing-gown and was back again in a
few seconds in a frock-coat. We hurried together down the stairs
and into the street. Dr. Mortimer and Baskerville were still
visible about two hundred yards ahead of us in the direction of
Oxford Street.

"Shall I run on and stop them?"

"Not for the world, my dear Watson. I am perfectly satisfied
with your company if you will tolerate mine. Our friends are wise,
for it is certainly a very fine morning for a walk."

He quickened his pace until we had decreased the distance which
divided us by about half. Then, still keeping a hundred yards
behind, we followed into Oxford Street and so down Regent Street.
Once our friends stopped and stared into a shop window, upon which
Holmes did the same. An instant afterwards he gave a little cry of
satisfaction, and, following the direction of his eager eyes, I saw
that a hansom cab with a man inside which had halted on the other
side of the street was now proceeding slowly onward again.

"There's our man, Watson! Come along! We'll have a good look at
him, if we can do no more."

At that instant I was aware of a bushy black beard and a pair of
piercing eyes turned upon us through the side window of the cab.
Instantly the trapdoor at the top flew up, something was screamed
to the driver, and the cab flew madly off down Regent Street.
Holmes looked eagerly round for another, but no empty one was in
sight. Then he dashed in wild pursuit amid the stream of the
traffic, but the start was too great, and already the cab was out
of sight.

"There now!" said Holmes bitterly as he emerged panting and
white with vexation from the tide of vehicles. "Was ever such bad
luck and such bad management, too? Watson, Watson, if you are an
honest man you will record this also and set it against my
successes!"

"Who was the man?"

"I have not an idea."

"A spy?"

"Well, it was evident from what we have heard that Baskerville
has been very closely shadowed by someone since he has been in
town. How else could it be known so quickly that it was the
Northumberland Hotel which he had chosen? If they had followed him
the first day I argued that they would follow him also the second.
You may have observed that I twice strolled over to the window
while Dr. Mortimer was reading his legend."

"Yes, I remember."

"I was looking out for loiterers in the street, but I saw none.
We are dealing with a clever man, Watson. This matter cuts very
deep, and though I have not finally made up my mind whether it is a
benevolent or a malevolent agency which is in touch with us, I am
conscious always of power and design. When our friends left I at
once followed them in the hopes of marking down their invisible
attendant. So wily was he that he had not trusted himself upon
foot, but he had availed himself of a cab so that he could loiter
behind or dash past them and so escape their notice. His method had
the additional advantage that if they were to take a cab he was all
ready to follow them. It has, however, one obvious
disadvantage."

"It puts him in the power of the cabman."

"Exactly."

"What a pity we did not get the number!"

"My dear Watson, clumsy as I have been, you surely do not
seriously imagine that I neglected to get the number? No.2704 is
our man. But that is no use to us for the moment."

"I fail to see how you could have done more."

"On observing the cab I should have instantly turned and walked
in the other direction. I should then at my leisure have hired a
second cab and followed the first at a respectful distance, or,
better still, have driven to the Northumberland Hotel and waited
there. When our unknown had followed Baskerville home we should
have had the opportunity of playing his own game upon himself and
seeing where he made for. As it is, by an indiscreet eagerness,
which was taken advantage of with extraordinary quickness and
energy by our opponent, we have betrayed ourselves and lost our
man."

We had been sauntering slowly down Regent Street during this
conversation, and Dr. Mortimer, with his companion, had long
vanished in front of us.

"There is no object in our following them," said Holmes. "The
shadow has departed and will not return. We must see what further
cards we have in our hands and play them with decision. Could you
swear to that man's face within the cab?"

"I could swear only to the beard."

"And so could I—from which I gather that in all probability it
was a false one. A clever man upon so delicate an errand has no use
for a beard save to conceal his features. Come in here,
Watson!"

He turned into one of the district messenger offices, where he
was warmly greeted by the manager.

"Ah, Wilson, I see you have not forgotten the little case in
which I had the good fortune to help you?"

"No, sir, indeed I have not. You saved my good name, and perhaps
my life."

"My dear fellow, you exaggerate. I have some recollection,
Wilson, that you had among your boys a lad named Cartwright, who
showed some ability during the investigation."

"Yes, sir, he is still with us."

"Could you ring him up? — thank you! And I should be glad to
have change of this five-pound note."

A lad of fourteen, with a bright, keen face, had obeyed the
summons of the manager. He stood now gazing with great reverence at
the famous detective.

"Let me have the Hotel Directory," said Holmes. "Thank you! Now,
Cartwright, there are the names of twenty-three hotels here, all in
the immediate neighbourhood of Charing Cross. Do you see?"

"Yes, sir."

"You will visit each of these in turn."

"Yes, sir."

"You will begin in each case by giving the outside porter one
shilling. Here are twenty-three shillings."

"Yes, sir."

"You will tell him that you want to see the waste-paper of
yesterday. You will say that an important telegram has miscarried
and that you are looking for it. You understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"But what you are really looking for is the centre page of the
Times with some holes cut in it with scissors. Here is a copy of
the Times. It is this page. You could easily recognize it, could
you not?"

"Yes, sir."

"In each case the outside porter will send for the hall porter,
to whom also you will give a shilling. Here are twenty-three
shillings. You will then learn in possibly twenty cases out of the
twenty-three that the waste of the day before has been burned or
removed. In the three other cases you will be shown a heap of paper
and you will look for this page of the Times among it. The odds are
enormously against your finding it. There are ten shillings over in
case of emergencies. Let me have a report by wire at Baker Street
before evening. And now, Watson, it only remains for us to find out
by wire the identity of the cabman, No. 2704, and then we will drop
into one of the Bond Street picture galleries and fill in the time
until we are due at the hotel."











Chapter 5
Three Broken Threads


Sherlock Holmes had, in a very remarkable degree, the power of
detaching his mind at will. For two hours the strange business in
which we had been involved appeared to be forgotten, and he was
entirely absorbed in the pictures of the modern Belgian masters. He
would talk of nothing but art, of which he had the crudest ideas,
from our leaving the gallery until we found ourselves at the
Northumberland Hotel.

"Sir Henry Baskerville is upstairs expecting you," said the
clerk. "He asked me to show you up at once when you came."

"Have you any objection to my looking at your register?" said
Holmes.

"Not in the least."

The book showed that two names had been added after that of
Baskerville. One was Theophilus Johnson and family, of Newcastle;
the other Mrs. Oldmore and maid, of High Lodge, Alton.

"Surely that must be the same Johnson whom I used to know," said
Holmes to the porter. "A lawyer, is he not, gray-headed, and walks
with a limp?"

"No, sir, this is Mr. Johnson, the coal-owner, a very active
gentleman, not older than yourself."

"Surely you are mistaken about his trade?"

"No, sir! he has used this hotel for many years, and he is very
well known to us."

"Ah, that settles it. Mrs. Oldmore, too; I seem to remember the
name. Excuse my curiosity, but often in calling upon one friend one
finds another."

"She is an invalid lady, sir. Her husband was once mayor of
Gloucester. She always comes to us when she is in town."

"Thank you; I am afraid I cannot claim her acquaintance. We have
established a most important fact by these questions, Watson," he
continued in a low voice as we went upstairs together. "We know now
that the people who are so interested in our friend have not
settled down in his own hotel. That means that while they are, as
we have seen, very anxious to watch him, they are equally anxious
that he should not see them. Now, this is a most suggestive
fact."

"What does it suggest?"

"It suggests—halloa, my dear fellow, what on earth is the
matter?"

As we came round the top of the stairs we had run up against Sir
Henry Baskerville himself. His face was flushed with anger, and he
held an old and dusty boot in one of his hands. So furious was he
that he was hardly articulate, and when he did speak it was in a
much broader and more Western dialect than any which we had heard
from him in the morning.

"Seems to me they are playing me for a sucker in this hotel," he
cried. "They'll find they've started in to monkey with the wrong
man unless they are careful. By thunder, if that chap can't find my
missing boot there will be trouble. I can take a joke with the
best, Mr. Holmes, but they've got a bit over the mark this
time."

"Still looking for your boot?"

"Yes, sir, and mean to find it."

"But, surely, you said that it was a new brown boot?"

"So it was, sir. And now it's an old black one."

"What! you don't mean to say ?"

"That's just what I do mean to say. I only had three pairs in
the world—the new brown, the old black, and the patent leathers,
which I am wearing. Last night they took one of my brown ones, and
today they have sneaked one of the black. Well, have you got it?
Speak out, man, and don't stand staring!"

An agitated German waiter had appeared upon the scene.

"No, sir; I have made inquiry all over the hotel, but I can hear
no word of it."

"Well, either that boot comes back before sundown or I'll see
the manager and tell him that I go right straight out of this
hotel."

"It shall be found, sir—I promise you that if you will have a
little patience it will be found."

"Mind it is, for it's the last thing of mine that I'll lose in
this den of thieves. Well, well, Mr. Holmes, you'll excuse my
troubling you about such a trifle—"

"I think it's well worth troubling about."

"Why, you look very serious over it."

"How do you explain it?"

"I just don't attempt to explain it. It seems the very maddest,
queerest thing that ever happened to me."

"The queerest perhaps—" said Holmes thoughtfully.

"What do you make of it yourself?"

"Well, I don't profess to understand it yet. This case of yours
is very complex, Sir Henry. When taken in conjunction with your
uncle's death I am not sure that of all the five hundred cases of
capital importance which I have handled there is one which cuts so
deep. But we hold several threads in our hands, and the odds are
that one or other of them guides us to the truth. We may waste time
in following the wrong one, but sooner or later we must come upon
the right."

We had a pleasant luncheon in which little was said of the
business which had brought us together. It was in the private
sitting-room to which we afterwards repaired that Holmes asked
Baskerville what were his intentions.

"To go to Baskerville Hall."

"And when?"

"At the end of the week."

"On the whole," said Holmes, "I think that your decision is a
wise one. I have ample evidence that you are being dogged in
London, and amid the millions of this great city it is difficult to
discover who these people are or what their object can be. If their
intentions are evil they might do you a mischief, and we should be
powerless to prevent it. You did not know, Dr. Mortimer, that you
were followed this morning from my house?"

Dr. Mortimer started violently. "Followed! By whom?"

"That, unfortunately, is what I cannot tell you. Have you among
your neighbours or acquaintances on Dartmoor any man with a black,
full beard?"

"No—or, let me see—why, yes. Barrymore, Sir Charles's butler, is
a man with a full, black beard."

"Ha! Where is Barrymore?"

"He is in charge of the Hall."

"We had best ascertain if he is really there, or if by any
possibility he might be in London."

"How can you do that?"

"Give me a telegraph form. 'Is all ready for Sir Henry?' That
will do. Address to Mr. Barrymore, Baskerville Hall. What is the
nearest telegraph-office? Grimpen. Very good, we will send a second
wire to the postmaster, Grimpen: 'Telegram to Mr. Barrymore to be
delivered into his own hand. If absent, please return wire to Sir
Henry Baskerville, Northumberland Hotel.' That should let us know
before evening whether Barrymore is at his post in Devonshire or
not."

"That's so," said Baskerville. "By the way, Dr. Mortimer, who is
this Barrymore, anyhow?"

"He is the son of the old caretaker, who is dead. They have
looked after the Hall for four generations now. So far as I know,
he and his wife are as respectable a couple as any in the
county."

"At the same time," said Baskerville, "it's clear enough that so
long as there are none of the family at the Hall these people have
a mighty fine home and nothing to do."

"That is true."

"Did Barrymore profit at all by Sir Charles's will?" asked
Holmes.

"He and his wife had five hundred pounds each."

"Ha! Did they know that they would receive this?"

"Yes; Sir Charles was very fond of talking about the provisions
of his will."

"That is very interesting."

"I hope," said Dr. Mortimer, "that you do not look with
suspicious eyes upon everyone who received a legacy from Sir
Charles, for I also had a thousand pounds left to me."

"Indeed! And anyone else?"

"There were many insignificant sums to individuals, and a large
number of public charities. The residue all went to Sir Henry."

"And how much was the residue?"

"Seven hundred and forty thousand pounds."

Holmes raised his eyebrows in surprise. "I had no idea that so
gigantic a sum was involved," said he.

"Sir Charles had the reputation of being rich, but we did not
know how very rich he was until we came to examine his securities.
The total value of the estate was close on to a million."

"Dear me! It is a stake for which a man might well play a
desperate game. And one more question, Dr. Mortimer. Supposing that
anything happened to our young friend here—you will forgive the
unpleasant hypothesis!—who would inherit the estate?"

"Since Rodger Baskerville, Sir Charles's younger brother died
unmarried, the estate would descend to the Desmonds, who are
distant cousins. James Desmond is an elderly clergyman in
Westmoreland."

"Thank you. These details are all of great interest. Have you
met Mr. James Desmond?"

"Yes; he once came down to visit Sir Charles. He is a man of
venerable appearance and of saintly life. I remember that he
refused to accept any settlement from Sir Charles, though he
pressed it upon him."

"And this man of simple tastes would be the heir to Sir
Charles's thousands."

"He would be the heir to the estate because that is entailed. He
would also be the heir to the money unless it were willed otherwise
by the present owner, who can, of course, do what he likes with
it."

"And have you made your will, Sir Henry?"

"No, Mr. Holmes, I have not. I've had no time, for it was only
yesterday that I learned how matters stood. But in any case I feel
that the money should go with the title and estate. That was my
poor uncle's idea. How is the owner going to restore the glories of
the Baskervilles if he has not money enough to keep up the
property? House, land, and dollars must go together."

"Quite so. Well, Sir Henry, I am of one mind with you as to the
advisability of your going down to Devonshire without delay. There
is only one provision which I must make. You certainly must not go
alone."

"Dr. Mortimer returns with me."

"But Dr. Mortimer has his practice to attend to, and his house
is miles away from yours. With all the goodwill in the world he may
be unable to help you. No, Sir Henry, you must take with you
someone, a trusty man, who will be always by your side."

"Is it possible that you could come yourself, Mr. Holmes?"

"If matters came to a crisis I should endeavour to be present in
person; but you can understand that, with my extensive consulting
practice and with the constant appeals which reach me from many
quarters, it is impossible for me to be absent from London for an
indefinite time. At the present instant one of the most revered
names in England is being besmirched by a blackmailer, and only I
can stop a disastrous scandal. You will see how impossible it is
for me to go to Dartmoor."

"Whom would you recommend, then?"

Holmes laid his hand upon my arm. "If my friend would undertake
it there is no man who is better worth having at your side when you
are in a tight place. No one can say so more confidently than
I."

The proposition took me completely by surprise, but before I had
time to answer, Baskerville seized me by the hand and wrung it
heartily.

"Well, now, that is real kind of you, Dr. Watson," said he. "You
see how it is with me, and you know just as much about the matter
as I do. If you will come down to Baskerville Hall and see me
through I'll never forget it."

The promise of adventure had always a fascination for me, and I
was complimented by the words of Holmes and by the eagerness with
which the baronet hailed me as a companion.

"I will come, with pleasure," said I. "I do not know how I could
employ my time better."

"And you will report very carefully to me," said Holmes. "When a
crisis comes, as it will do, I will direct how you shall act. I
suppose that by Saturday all might be ready?"

"Would that suit Dr. Watson?"

"Perfectly."

"Then on Saturday, unless you hear to the contrary, we shall
meet at the ten-thirty train from Paddington."

We had risen to depart when Baskerville gave a cry, of triumph,
and diving into one of the corners of the room he drew a brown boot
from under a cabinet.

"My missing boot!" he cried.

"May all our difficulties vanish as easily!" said Sherlock
Holmes.

"But it is a very, singular thing," Dr. Mortimer remarked. "I
searched this room carefully before lunch."

"And so did I," said Baskerville. "Every, inch of it."

"There was certainly no boot in it then." "In that case the
waiter must have placed it there while we were lunching."

The German was sent for but professed to know nothing of the
matter, nor could any inquiry, clear it up. Another item had been
added to that constant and apparently purposeless series of small
mysteries which had succeeded each other so rapidly. Setting aside
the whole grim story, of Sir Charles's death, we had a line of
inexplicable incidents all within the limits of two days, which
included the receipt of the printed letter, the black-bearded spy
in the hansom, the loss of the new brown boot, the loss of the old
black boot, and now the return of the new brown boot. Holmes sat in
silence in the cab as we drove back to Baker Street, and I knew
from his drawn brows and keen face that his mind, like my own, was
busy in endeavouring to frame some scheme into which all these
strange and apparently disconnected episodes could be fitted. All
afternoon and late into the evening he sat lost in tobacco and
thought.

Just before dinner two telegrams were handed in. The first
ran:

Have just heard that Barrymore is at the Hall. BASKERVILLE.

The second:

Visited twenty-three hotels as directed, but sorry, to report
unable to trace cut sheet of Times. CARTWRlGHT.

"There go two of my threads, Watson. There is nothing more
stimulating than a case where everything goes against you. We must
cast round for another scent."

"We have still the cabman who drove the spy."

"Exactly. I had wired to get his name and address from the
Official Registry. I should not be surprised if this were an answer
to my question."

The ring at the bell proved to be something even more
satisfactory than an answer, however, for the door opened and a
rough-looking fellow entered who was evidently the man himself.

"I got a message from the head office that a gent at this
address had been inquiring for No. 2704," said he. "I've driven my
cab this seven years and never a word of complaint. I came here
straight from the Yard to ask you to your face what you had against
me."

"I have nothing in the world against you, my good man," said
Holmes. "On the contrary, I have half a sovereign for you if you
will give me a clear answer to my questions."

"Well, I've had a good day and no mistake," said the cabman with
a grin. "What was it you wanted to ask, sir?"

"First of all your name and address, in case I want you
again."

"John Clayton, 3 Turpey Street, the Borough. My cab is out of
Shipley's Yard, near Waterloo Station."

Sherlock Holmes made a note of it.

"Now, Clayton, tell me all about the fare who came and watched
this house at ten o'clock this morning and afterwards followed the
two gentlemen down Regent Street."

The man looked surprised and a little embarrassed. "Why there's
no good my telling you things, for you seem to know as much as I do
already," said he. "The truth is that the gentleman told me that he
was a detective and that I was to say nothing about him to
anyone."

"My good fellow; this is a very serious business, and you may
find yourself in a pretty bad position if you try to hide anything
from me. You say that your fare told you that he was a
detective?"

"Yes, he did."

"When did he say this?"

"When he left me."

"Did he say anything more?"

"He mentioned his name."

Holmes cast a swift glance of triumph at me. "Oh, he mentioned
his name, did he? That was imprudent. What was the name that he
mentioned?"

"His name," said the cabman, "was Mr. Sherlock Holmes."

Never have I seen my friend more completely taken aback than by
the cabman's reply. For an instant he sat in silent amazement. Then
he burst into a hearty laugh.

"A touch, Watson—an undeniable touch!" said he. "I feel a foil
as quick and supple as my own. He got home upon me very prettily
that time. So his name was Sherlock Holmes, was it?"

"Yes, sir, that was the gentleman's name."

"Excellent! Tell me where you picked him up and all that
occurred."

"He hailed me at half-past nine in Trafalgar Square. He said
that he was a detective, and he offered me two guineas if I would
do exactly what he wanted all day and ask no questions. I was glad
enough to agree. First we drove down to the Northumberland Hotel
and waited there until two gentlemen came out and took a cab from
the rank. We followed their cab until it pulled up somewhere near
here."

"This very door," said Holmes.

"Well, I couldn't be sure of that, but I dare say my fare knew
all about it. We pulled up halfway down the street and waited an
hour and a half. Then the two gentlemen passed us, walking, and we
followed down Baker Street and along—"

"I know," said Holmes.

"Until we got three-quarters down Regent Street. Then my
gentleman threw up the trap, and he cried that I should drive right
away to Waterloo Station as hard as I could go. I whipped up the
mare and we were there under the ten minutes. Then he paid up his
two guineas, like a good one, and away he went into the station.
Only just as he was leaving he turned round and he said: 'It might
interest you to know that you have been driving Mr. Sherlock
Holmes.' That's how I come to know the name."

"I see. And you saw no more of him?"

"Not after he went into the station."

"And how would you describe Mr. Sherlock Holmes?"

The cabman scratched his head. "Well, he wasn't altogether such
an easy gentleman to describe. I'd put him at forty years of age,
and he was of a middle height, two or three inches shorter than
you, sir. He was dressed like a toff, and he had a black beard, cut
square at the end, and a pale face. I don't know as I could say
more than that."

"Colour of his eyes?"

"No, I can't say that."

"Nothing more that you can remember?"

"No, sir; nothing."

"Well, then, here is your half-sovereign. There's another one
waiting for you if you can bring any more information.
Good-night!"

"Good-night, sir, and thank you!"

John Clayton departed chuckling, and Holmes turned to me with a
shrug of his shoulders and a rueful smile.

"Snap goes our third thread, and we end where we began," said
he. "The cunning rascal! He knew our number, knew that Sir Henry
Baskerville had consulted me, spotted who I was in Regent Street,
conjectured that I had got the number of the cab and would lay my
hands on the driver, and so sent back this audacious message. I
tell you, Watson, this time we have got a foeman who is worthy of
our steel. I've been checkmated in London. I can only wish you
better luck in Devonshire. But I'm not easy in my mind about
it."

"About what?"

"About sending you. It's an ugly business, Watson, an ugly
dangerous business, and the more I see of it the less I like it.
Yes my dear fellow, you may laugh, but I give you my word that I
shall be very glad to have you back safe and sound in Baker Street
once more."











Chapter 6
Baskerville Hall


Sir Henry Baskerville and Dr. Mortimer were ready upon the
appointed day, and we started as arranged for Devonshire. Mr.
Sherlock Holmes drove with me to the station and gave me his last
parting injunctions and advice.

"I will not bias your mind by suggesting theories or suspicions,
Watson," said he; "I wish you simply to report facts in the fullest
possible manner to me, and you can leave me to do the
theorizing."

"What sort of facts?" I asked.

"Anything which may seem to have a bearing however indirect upon
the case, and especially the relations between young Baskerville
and his neighbours or any fresh particulars concerning the death of
Sir Charles. I have made some inquiries myself in the last few
days, but the results have, I fear, been negative. One thing only
appears to be certain, and that is that Mr. James Desmond, who is
the next heir, is an elderly gentleman of a very amiable
disposition, so that this persecution does not arise from him. I
really think that we may eliminate him entirely from our
calculations. There remain the people who will actually surround
Sir Henry Baskerville upon the moor."

"Would it not be well in the first place to get rid of this
Barrymore couple?"

"By no means. You could not make a greater mistake. If they are
innocent it would be a cruel injustice, and if they are guilty we
should be giving up all chance of bringing it home to them. No, no,
we will preserve them upon our list of suspects. Then there is a
groom at the Hall, if I remember right. There are two moorland
farmers. There is our friend Dr. Mortimer, whom I believe to be
entirely honest, and there is his wife, of whom we know nothing.
There is this naturalist, Stapleton, and there is his sister, who
is said to be a young lady of attractions. There is Mr. Frankland,
of Lafter Hall, who is also an unknown factor, and there are one or
two other neighbours. These are the folk who must be your very
special study."

"I will do my best."

"You have arms, I suppose?"

"Yes, I thought it as well to take them."

"Most certainly. Keep your revolver near you night and day, and
never relax your precautions."

Our friends had already secured a first-class carriage and were
waiting for us upon the platform.

"No, we have no news of any kind," said Dr. Mortimer in answer
to my friend's questions. "I can swear to one thing, and that is
that we have not been shadowed during the last two days. We have
never gone out without keeping a sharp watch, and no one could have
escaped our notice."

"You have always kept together, I presume?"

"Except yesterday afternoon. I usually give up one day to pure
amusement when I come to town, so I spent it at the Museum of the
College of Surgeons."

"And I went to look at the folk in the park," said
Baskerville.

"But we had no trouble of any kind."

"It was imprudent, all the same," said Holmes, shaking his head
and looking very grave. "I beg, Sir Henry, that you will not go
about alone. Some great misfortune will befall you if you do. Did
you get your other boot?"

"No, sir, it is gone forever."

"Indeed. That is very interesting. Well, good-bye," he added as
the train began to glide down the platform. "Bear in mind, Sir
Henry, one of the phrases in that queer old legend which Dr.
Mortimer has read to us and avoid the moor in those hours of
darkness when the powers of evil are exalted."

I looked back at the platform when we had left it far behind and
saw the tall, austere figure of Holmes standing motionless and
gazing after us.

The journey was a swift and pleasant one, and I spent it in
making the more intimate acquaintance of my two companions and in
playing with Dr. Mortimer's spaniel. In a very few hours the brown
earth had become ruddy, the brick had changed to granite, and red
cows grazed in well-hedged fields where the lush grasses and more
luxuriant vegetation spoke of a richer, if a damper, climate. Young
Baskerville stared eagerly out of the window and cried aloud with
delight as he recognized the familiar features of the Devon
scenery.

"I've been over a good part of the world since I left it, Dr.
Watson," said he; "but I have never seen a place to compare with
it."

"l never saw a Devonshire man who did not swear by his county,"
I remarked.

"It depends upon the breed of men quite as much as on the
county," said Dr. Mortimer. "A glance at our friend here reveals
the rounded head of the Celt, which carries inside it the Celtic
enthusiasm and power of attachment. Poor Sir Charles's head was of
a very rare type, half Gaelic, half Ivernian in its
characteristics. But you were very young when you last saw
Baskerville Hall, were you not?"

"I was a boy in my teens at the time of my father's death and
had never seen the Hall, for he lived in a little cottage on the
South Coast. Thence I went straight to a friend in America. I tell
you it is all as new to me as it is to Dr. Watson, and I'm as keen
as possible to see the moor."

"Are you? Then your wish is easily granted, for there is your
first sight of the moor," said Dr. Mortimer, pointing out of the
carriage window.

Over the green squares of the fields and the low curve of a wood
there rose in the distance a gray, melancholy hill, with a strange
jagged summit, dim and vague in the distance, like some fantastic
landscape in a dream. Baskerville sat for a long time his eyes
fixed upon it, and I read upon his eager face how much it meant to
him, this first sight of that strange spot where the men of his
blood had held sway so long and left their mark so deep. There he
sat, with his tweed suit and his American accent, in the corner of
a prosaic railway-carriage, and yet as I looked at his dark and
expressive face I felt more than ever how true a descendant he was
of that long line of high-blooded, fiery, and masterful men. There
were pride, valour, and strength in his thick brows, his sensitive
nostrils, and his large hazel eyes. If on that forbidding moor a
difficult and dangerous quest should lie before us, this was at
least a comrade for whom one might venture to take a risk with the
certainty that he would bravely share it.

The train pulled up at a small wayside station and we all
descended. Outside, beyond the low, white fence, a wagonette with a
pair of cobs was waiting. Our coming was evidently a great event,
for station-master and porters clustered round us to carry out our
luggage. It was a sweet, simple country spot, but I was surprised
to observe that by the gate there stood two soldierly men in dark
uniforms who leaned upon their short rifles and glanced keenly at
us as we passed. The coachman, a hard-faced, gnarled little fellow,
saluted Sir Henry Baskerville, and in a few minutes we were flying
swiftly down the broad, white road. Rolling pasture lands curved
upward on either side of us, and old gabled houses peeped out from
amid the thick green foliage, but behind the peaceful and sunlit
countryside there rose ever, dark against the evening sky, the
long, gloomy curve of the moor, broken by the jagged and sinister
hills.

The wagonette swung round into a side road, and we curved upward
through deep lanes worn by centuries of wheels, high banks on
either side, heavy with dripping moss and fleshy hart's-tongue
ferns. Bronzing bracken and mottled bramble gleamed in the light of
the sinking sun. Still steadily rising, we passed over a narrow
granite bridge and skirted a noisy stream which gushed swiftly
down, foaming and roaring amid the gray boulders. Both road and
stream wound up through a valley dense with scrub oak and fir. At
every turn Baskerville gave an exclamation of delight, looking
eagerly about him and asking countless questions. To his eyes all
seemed beautiful, but to me a tinge of melancholy lay upon the
countryside, which bore so clearly the mark of the waning year.
Yellow leaves carpeted the lanes and fluttered down upon us as we
passed. The rattle of our wheels died away as we drove through
drifts of rotting vegetation-sad gifts, as it seemed to me, for
Nature to throw before the carriage of the returning heir of the
Baskervilles.

"Halloa!" cried Dr. Mortimer, "what is this?"

A steep curve of heath-clad land, an outlying spur of the moor,
lay in front of us. On the summit, hard and clear like an
equestrian statue upon its pedestal, was a mounted soldier, dark
and stern, his rifle poised ready over his forearm. He was watching
the road along which we travelled.

"What is this, Perkins?" asked Dr. Mortimer.

Our driver half turned in his seat. "There's a convict escaped
from Princetown, sir. He's been out three days now, and the warders
watch every road and every station, but they've had no sight of him
yet. The farmers about here don't like it, sir, and that's a
fact."

"Well, I understand that they get five pounds if they can give
information."

"Yes, sir, but the chance of five pounds is but a poor thing
compared to the chance of having your throat cut. You see, it isn't
like any ordinary convict. This is a man that would stick at
nothing."

"Who is he, then?"

"It is Selden, the Notting Hill murderer."

I remembered the case well, for it was one in which Holmes had
taken an interest on account of the peculiar ferocity of the crime
and the wanton brutality which had marked all the actions of the
assassin. The commutation of his death sentence had been due to
some doubts as to his complete sanity, so atrocious was his
conduct. Our wagonette had topped a rise and in front of us rose
the huge expanse of the moor, mottled with gnarled and craggy
cairns and tors. A cold wind swept down from it and set us
shivering. Somewhere there, on that desolate plain, was lurking
this fiendish man, hiding in a burrow like a wild beast, his heart
full of malignancy against the whole race which had cast him out.
It needed but this to complete the grim suggestiveness of the
barren waste, the chilling wind, and the darkling sky. Even
Baskerville fell silent and pulled his overcoat more closely around
him.

We had left the fertile country behind and beneath us. We looked
back on it now, the slanting rays of a low sun turning the streams
to threads of gold and glowing on the red earth new turned by the
plough and the broad tangle of the woodlands. The road in front of
us grew bleaker and wilder over huge russet and olive slopes,
sprinkled with giant boulders. Now and then we passed a moorland
cottage, walled and roofed with stone, with no creeper to break its
harsh outline. Suddenly we looked down into a cuplike depression,
patched with stunted oaks and furs which had been twisted and bent
by the fury of years of storm. Two high, narrow towers rose over
the trees. The driver pointed with his whip.

"Baskerville Hall," said he.

Its master had risen and was staring with flushed cheeks and
shining eyes. A few minutes later we had reached the lodge-gates, a
maze of fantastic tracery in wrought iron, with weather-bitten
pillars on either side, blotched with lichens, and surmounted by
the boars' heads of the Baskervilles. The lodge was a ruin of black
granite and bared ribs of rafters, but facing it was a new
building, half constructed, the first fruit of Sir Charles's South
African gold.

Through the gateway we passed into the avenue, where the wheels
were again hushed amid the leaves, and the old trees shot their
branches in a sombre tunnel over our heads. Baskerville shuddered
as he looked up the long, dark drive to where the house glimmered
like a ghost at the farther end.

"Was it here?" he asked in a low voice.

"No, no, the yew alley is on the other side."

The young heir glanced round with a gloomy face.

"It's no wonder my uncle felt as if trouble were coming on him
in such a place as this," said he. "It's enough to scare any man.
I'll have a row of electric lamps up here inside of six months, and
you won't know it again, with a thousand candle-power Swan and
Edison right here in front of the hall door."

The avenue opened into a broad expanse of turf, and the house
lay before us. In the fading light I could see that the centre was
a heavy block of building from which a porch projected. The whole
front was draped in ivy, with a patch clipped bare here and there
where a window or a coat of arms broke through the dark veil. From
this central block rose the twin towers, ancient, crenellated, and
pierced with many loopholes. To right and left of the turrets were
more modern wings of black granite. A dull light shone through
heavy mullioned windows, and from the high chimneys which rose from
the steep, high-angled roof there sprang a single black column of
smoke.

"Welcome, Sir Henry! Welcome to Baskerville Hall!"

A tall man had stepped from the shadow of the porch to open the
door of the wagonette. The figure of a woman was silhouetted
against the yellow light of the hall. She came out and helped the
man to hand down our bags.

"You don't mind my driving straight home, Sir Henry?" said Dr.
Mortimer. "My wife is expecting me."

"Surely you will stay and have some dinner?"

"No, I must go. I shall probably find some work awaiting me. I
would stay to show you over the house, but Barrymore will be a
better guide than I. Good-bye, and never hesitate night or day to
send for me if I can be of service."

The wheels died away down the drive while Sir Henry and I turned
into the hall, and the door clanged heavily behind us. It was a
fine apartment in which we found ourselves, large, lofty, and
heavily raftered with huge baulks of age-blackened oak. In the
great old-fashioned fireplace behind the high iron dogs a log-fire
crackled and snapped. Sir Henry and I held out our hands to it, for
we were numb from our long drive. Then we gazed round us at the
high, thin window of old stained glass, the oak panelling, the
stags' heads, the coats of arms upon the walls, all dim and sombre
in the subdued light of the central lamp.

"It's just as I imagined it," said Sir Henry. "Is it not the
very picture of an old family home? To think that this should be
the same hall in which for five hundred years my people have lived.
It strikes me solemn to think of it."

I saw his dark face lit up with a boyish enthusiasm as he gazed
about him. The light beat upon him where he stood, but long shadows
trailed down the walls and hung like a black canopy above him.
Barrymore had returned from taking our luggage to our rooms. He
stood in front of us now with the subdued manner of a well-trained
servant. He was a remarkable-looking man, tall, handsome, with a
square black beard and pale, distinguished features.

"Would you wish dinner to be served at once, sir?"

"Is it ready?"

"In a very few minutes, sir. You will find hot water in your
rooms. My wife and I will be happy, Sir Henry, to stay with you
until you have made your fresh arrangements, but you will
understand that under the new conditions this house will require a
considerable staff."

"What new conditions?"

"I only meant, sir, that Sir Charles led a very retired life,
and we were able to look after his wants. You would, naturally,
wish to have more company, and so you will need changes in your
household."

"Do you mean that your wife and you wish to leave?"

"Only when it is quite convenient to you, sir."

"But your family have been with us for several generations, have
they not? I should be sorry to begin my life here by breaking an
old family connection."

I seemed to discern some signs of emotion upon the butler's
white face.

"I feel that also, sir, and so does my wife. But to tell the
truth, sir, we were both very much attached to Sir Charles and his
death gave us a shock and made these surroundings very painful to
us. I fear that we shall never again be easy in our minds at
Baskerville Hall."

"But what do you intend to do?"

"I have no doubt, sir, that we shall succeed in establishing
ourselves in some business. Sir Charles's generosity has given us
the means to do so. And now, sir, perhaps I had best show you to
your rooms."

A square balustraded gallery ran round the top of the old hall,
approached by a double stair. From this central point two long
corridors extended the whole length of the building, from which all
the bedrooms opened. My own was in the same wing as Baskerville's
and almost next door to it. These rooms appeared to be much more
modern than the central part of the house, and the bright paper and
numerous candles did something to remove the sombre impression
which our arrival had left upon my mind.

But the dining-room which opened out of the hall was a place of
shadow and gloom. It was a long chamber with a step separating the
dais where the family sat from the lower portion reserved for their
dependents. At one end a minstrel's gallery overlooked it. Black
beams shot across above our heads, with a smoke-darkened ceiling
beyond them. With rows of flaring torches to light it up, and the
colour and rude hilarity of an old-time banquet, it might have
softened; but now, when two black-clothed gentlemen sat in the
little circle of light thrown by a shaded lamp, one's voice became
hushed and one's spirit subdued. A dim line of ancestors, in every
variety of dress, from the Elizabethan knight to the buck of the
Regency, stared down upon us and daunted us by their silent
company. We talked little, and I for one was glad when the meal was
over and we were able to retire into the modern billiard-room and
smoke a cigarette.

"My word, it isn't a very cheerful place," said Sir Henry. "I
suppose one can tone down to it, but I feel a bit out of the
picture at present. I don't wonder that my uncle got a little jumpy
if he lived all alone in such a house as this. However, if it suits
you, we will retire early to-night, and perhaps things may seem
more cheerful in the morning."

I drew aside my curtains before I went to bed and looked out
from my window. It opened upon the grassy space which lay in front
of the hall door. Beyond, two copses of trees moaned and swung in a
rising wind. A half moon broke through the rifts of racing clouds.
In its cold light I saw beyond the trees a broken fringe of rocks,
and the long, low curve of the melancholy moor. I closed the
curtain, feeling that my last impression was in keeping with the
rest.

And yet it was not quite the last. I found myself weary and yet
wakeful, tossing restlessly from side to side, seeking for the
sleep which would not come. Far away a chiming clock struck out the
quarters of the hours, but otherwise a deathly silence lay upon the
old house. And then suddenly, in the very dead of the night, there
came a sound to my ears, clear, resonant, and unmistakable. It was
the sob of a woman, the muffled, strangling gasp of one who is torn
by an uncontrollable sorrow. I sat up in bed and listened intently.
The noise could not have been far away and was certainly in the
house. For half an hour I waited with every nerve on the alert, but
there came no other sound save the chiming clock and the rustle of
the ivy on the wall.











Chapter 7
The Stapletons of Merripit House


The fresh beauty of the following morning did something to
efface from our minds the grim and gray impression which had been
left upon both of us by our first experience of Baskerville Hall.
As Sir Henry and I sat at breakfast the sunlight flooded in through
the high mullioned windows, throwing watery patches of colour from
the coats of arms which covered them. The dark panelling glowed
like bronze in the golden rays, and it was hard to realize that
this was indeed the chamber which had struck such a gloom into our
souls upon the evening before.

"I guess it is ourselves and not the house that we have to
blame!" said the baronet. "We were tired with our journey and
chilled by our drive, so we took a gray view of the place. Now we
are fresh and well, so it is all cheerful once more."

"And yet it was not entirely a question of imagination," I
answered. "Did you, for example, happen to hear someone, a woman I
think, sobbing in the night?" "That is curious, for I did when I
was half asleep fancy that I heard something of the sort. I waited
quite a time, but there was no more of it, so I concluded that it
was all a dream."

"I heard it distinctly, and I am sure that it was really the sob
of a woman."

"We must ask about this right away." He rang the bell and asked
Barrymore whether he could account for our experience. It seemed to
me that the pallid features of the butler turned a shade paler
still as he listened to his master's question.

"There are only two women in the house, Sir Henry," he answered.
"One is the scullery-maid, who sleeps in the other wing. The other
is my wife, and I can answer for it that the sound could not have
come from her."

And yet he lied as he said it, for it chanced that after
breakfast I met Mrs. Barrymore in the long corridor with the sun
full upon her face. She was a large, impassive, heavy-featured
woman with a stern set expression of mouth. But her telltale eyes
were red and glanced at me from between swollen lids. It was she,
then, who wept in the night, and if she did so her husband must
know it. Yet he had taken the obvious risk of discovery in
declaring that it was not so. Why had he done this? And why did she
weep so bitterly? Already round this pale-faced, handsome,
black-bearded man there was gathering an atmosphere of mystery and
of gloom. It was he who had been the first to discover the body of
Sir Charles, and we had only his word for all the circumstances
which led up to the old man's death. Was it possible that it was
Barrymore, after all, whom we had seen in the cab in Regent Street?
The beard might well have been the same. The cabman had described a
somewhat shorter man, but such an impression might easily have been
erroneous. How could I settle the point forever? Obviously the
first thing to do was to see the Grimpen postmaster and find
whether the test telegram had really been placed in Barrymore's own
hands. Be the answer what it might, I should at least have
something to report to Sherlock Holmes.

Sir Henry had numerous papers to examine after breakfast, so
that the time was propitious for my excursion. It was a pleasant
walk of four miles along the edge of the moor, leading me at last
to a small gray hamlet, in which two larger buildings, which proved
to be the inn and the house of Dr. Mortimer, stood high above the
rest. The postmaster, who was also the village grocer, had a clear
recollection of the telegram.

"Certainly, sir," said he, "I had the telegram delivered to Mr.
Barrymore exactly as directed."

"Who delivered it?"

"My boy here. James, you delivered that telegram to Mr.
Barrymore at the Hall last week, did you not?"

"Yes, father, I delivered it."

"Into his own hands?" I asked.

"Well, he was up in the loft at the time, so that I could not
put it into his own hands, but I gave it into Mrs. Barrymore's
hands, and she promised to deliver it at once."

"Did you see Mr. Barrymore?"

"No, sir; I tell you he was in the loft."

"If you didn't see him, how do you know he was in the loft?"

"Well, surely his own wife ought to know where he is," said the
postmaster testily. "Didn't he get the telegram? If there is any
mistake it is for Mr. Barrymore himself to complain."

It seemed hopeless to pursue the inquiry any farther, but it was
clear that in spite of Holmes's ruse we had no proof that Barrymore
had not been in London all the time. Suppose that it were so—
suppose that the same man had been the last who had seen Sir
Charles alive, and the first to dog the new heir when he returned
to England. What then? Was he the agent of others or had he some
sinister design of his own? What interest could he have in
persecuting the Baskerville family? I thought of the strange
warning clipped out of the leading article of the Times. Was that
his work or was it possibly the doing of someone who was bent upon
counteracting his schemes? The only conceivable motive was that
which had been suggested by Sir Henry, that if the family could be
scared away a comfortable and permanent home would be secured for
the Barrymores. But surely such an explanation as that would be
quite inadequate to account for the deep and subtle scheming which
seemed to be weaving an invisible net round the young baronet.
Holmes himself had said that no more complex case had come to him
in all the long series of his sensational investigations. I prayed,
as I walked back along the gray, lonely road, that my friend might
soon be freed from his preoccupations and able to come down to take
this heavy burden of responsibility from my shoulders.

Suddenly my thoughts were interrupted by the sound of running
feet behind me and by a voice which called me by name. I turned,
expecting to see Dr. Mortimer, but to my surprise it was a stranger
who was pursuing me. He was a small, slim, clean-shaven, prim-
faced man, flaxen-haired and leanjawed, between thirty and forty
years of age, dressed in a gray suit and wearing a straw hat. A tin
box for botanical specimens hung over his shoulder and he carried a
green butterfly-net in one of his hands.

"You will, I am sure, excuse my presumption, Dr. Watson," said
he as he came panting up to where I stood. "Here on the moor we are
homely folk and do not wait for formal introductions. You may
possibly have heard my name from our mutual friend, Mortimer. I am
Stapleton, of Merripit House."

"Your net and box would have told me as much," said I, "for I
knew that Mr. Stapleton was a naturalist. But how did you know
me?"

"I have been calling on Mortimer, and he pointed you out to me
from the window of his surgery as you passed. As our road lay the
same way I thought that I would overtake you and introduce myself.
I trust that Sir Henry is none the worse for his journey?"

"He is very well, thank you."

"We were all rather afraid that after the sad death of Sir
Charles the new baronet might refuse to live here. It is asking
much of a wealthy man to come down and bury himself in a place of
this kind, but I need not tell you that it means a very great deal
to the countryside. Sir Henry has, I suppose, no superstitious
fears in the matter?"

"I do not think that it is likely."

"Of course you know the legend of the fiend dog which haunts the
family?"

"I have heard it."

"It is extraordinary how credulous the peasants are about here!
Any number of them are ready to swear that they have seen such a
creature upon the moor." He spoke with a smile, but I seemed to
read in his eyes that he took the matter more seriously. "The story
took a great hold upon the imagination of Sir Charles, and I have
no doubt that it led to his tragic end."

"But how?"

"His nerves were so worked up that the appearance of any dog
might have had a fatal effect upon his diseased heart. I fancy that
he really did see something of the kind upon that last night in the
yew alley. I feared that some disaster might occur, for I was very
fond of the old man, and I knew that his heart was weak."

"How did you know that?"

"My friend Mortimer told me."

"You think, then, that some dog pursued Sir Charles, and that he
died of fright in consequence?"

"Have you any better explanation?"

"I have not come to any conclusion."

"Has Mr. Sherlock Holmes?"

The words took away my breath for an instant but a glance at the
placid face and steadfast eyes of my companion showed that no
surprise was intended.

"It is useless for us to pretend that we do not know you, Dr.
Watson," said he. "The records of your detective have reached us
here, and you could not celebrate him without being known yourself.
When Mortimer told me your name he could not deny your identity. If
you are here, then it follows that Mr. Sherlock Holmes is
interesting himself in the matter, and I am naturally curious to
know what view he may take."

"I am afraid that I cannot answer that question."

"May I ask if he is going to honour us with a visit
himself?"

"He cannot leave town at present. He has other cases which
engage his attention."

"What a pity! He might throw some light on that which is so dark
to us. But as to your own researches, if there is any possible way
in which I can be of service to you I trust that you will command
me. If I had any indication of the nature of your suspicions or how
you propose to investigate the case, I might perhaps even now give
you some aid or advice."

"I assure you that I am simply here upon a visit to my friend,
Sir Henry, and that I need no help of any kind."

"Excellent!" said Stapleton. "You are perfectly right to be wary
and discreet. I am justly reproved for what I feel was an
unjustifiable intrusion, and I promise you that I will not mention
the matter again."

We had come to a point where a narrow grassy path struck off
from the road and wound away across the moor. A steep,
boulder-sprinkled hill lay upon the right which had in bygone days
been cut into a granite quarry. The face which was turned towards
us formed a dark cliff, with ferns and brambles growing in its
niches. From over a distant rise there floated a gray plume of
smoke.

"A moderate walk along this moor-path brings us to Merripit
House," said he. "Perhaps you will spare an hour that I may have
the pleasure of introducing you to my sister."

My first thought was that I should be by Sir Henry's side. But
then I remembered the pile of papers and bills with which his study
table was littered. It was certain that I could not help with
those. And Holmes had expressly said that I should study the
neighbours upon the moor. I accepted Stapleton's invitation, and we
turned together down the path.

"It is a wonderful place, the moor," said he, looking round over
the undulating downs, long green rollers, with crests of jagged
granite foaming up into fantastic surges. "You never tire of the
moor. You cannot think the wonderful secrets which it contains. It
is so vast, and so barren, and so mysterious."

"You know it well, then?"

"I have only been here two years. The residents would call me a
newcomer. We came shortly after Sir Charles settled. But my tastes
led me to explore every part of the country round, and I should
think that there are few men who know it better than I do."

"Is it hard to know?"

"Very hard. You see, for example, this great plain to the north
here with the queer hills breaking out of it. Do you observe
anything remarkable about that?"

"It would be a rare place for a gallop."

"You would naturally think so and the thought has cost several
their lives before now. You notice those bright green spots
scattered thickly over it?"

"Yes, they seem more fertile than the rest."

Stapleton laughed. "That is the great Grimpen Mire," said he. "A
false step yonder means death to man or beast. Only yesterday I saw
one of the moor ponies wander into it. He never came out. I saw his
head for quite a long time craning out of the bog-hole, but it
sucked him down at last. Even in dry seasons it is a danger to
cross it, but after these autumn rains it is an awful place. And
yet I can find my way to the very heart of it and return alive. By
George, there is another of those miserable ponies!"

Something brown was rolling and tossing among the green sedges.
Then a long, agonized, writhing neck shot upward and a dreadful cry
echoed over the moor. It turned me cold with horror, but my
companion's nerves seemed to be stronger than mine.

"It's gone!" said he. "The mire has him. Two in two days, and
many more, perhaps, for they get in the way of going there in the
dry weather and never know the difference until the mire has them
in its clutches. It's a bad place, the great Grimpen Mire."

"And you say you can penetrate it?"

"Yes, there are one or two paths which a very active man can
take. I have found them out."

"But why should you wish to go into so horrible a place?"

"Well, you see the hills beyond? They are really islands cut off
on all sides by the impassable mire, which has crawled round them
in the course of years. That is where the rare plants and the
butterflies are, if you have the wit to reach them."

"I shall try my luck some day."

He looked at me with a surprised face. "For God's sake put such
an idea out of your mind," said he. "Your blood would be upon my
head. I assure you that there would not be the least chance of your
coming back alive. It is only by remembering certain complex
landmarks that I am able to do it."

"Halloa!" I cried. "What is that?"

A long, low moan, indescribably sad, swept over the moor. It
filled the whole air, and yet it was impossible to say whence it
came. From a dull murmur it swelled into a deep roar, and then sank
back into a melancholy, throbbing murmur once again. Stapleton
looked at me with a curious expression in his face.

"Queer place, the moor!" said he.

"But what is it?"

"The peasants say it is the Hound of the Baskervilles calling
for its prey. I've heard it once or twice before, but never quite
so loud."

I looked round, with a chill of fear in my heart, at the huge
swelling plain, mottled with the green patches of rushes. Nothing
stirred over the vast expanse save a pair of ravens, which croaked
loudly from a tor behind us.

"You are an educated man. You don't believe such nonsense as
that?" said I. "What do you think is the cause of so strange a
sound?"

"Bogs make queer noises sometimes. It's the mud settling, or the
water rising, or something."

"No, no, that was a living voice."

"Well, perhaps it was. Did you ever hear a bittern booming?"

"No, I never did."

"It's a very rare bird—practically extinct—in England now, but
all things are possible upon the moor. Yes, I should not be
surprised to learn that what we have heard is the cry of the last
of the bitterns."

"It's the weirdest, strangest thing that ever I heard in my
life."

"Yes, it's rather an uncanny place altogether. Look at the
hillside yonder. What do you make of those?"

The whole steep slope was covered with gray circular rings of
stone, a score of them at least.

"What are they? Sheep-pens?"

"No, they are the homes of our worthy ancestors. Prehistoric man
lived thickly on the moor, and as no one in particular has lived
there since, we find all his little arrangements exactly as he left
them. These are his wigwams with the roofs off. You can even see
his hearth and his couch if you have the curiosity to go
inside.

"But it is quite a town. When was it inhabited?"

"Neolithic man—no date."

"What did he do?"

"He grazed his cattle on these slopes, and he learned to dig for
tin when the bronze sword began to supersede the stone axe. Look at
the great trench in the opposite hill. That is his mark. Yes, you
will find some very singular points about the moor, Dr. Watson. Oh,
excuse me an instant! It is surely Cyclopides."

A small fly or moth had fluttered across our path, and in an
instant Stapleton was rushing with extraordinary energy and speed
in pursuit of it. To my dismay the creature flew straight for the
great mire, and my acquaintance never paused for an instant,
bounding from tuft to tuft behind it, his green net waving in the
air. His gray clothes and jerky, zigzag, irregular progress made
him not unlike some huge moth himself. I was standing watching his
pursuit with a mixture of admiration for his extraordinary activity
and fear lest he should lose his footing in the treacherous mire
when I heard the sound of steps and, turning round, found a woman
near me upon the path. She had come from the direction in which the
plume of smoke indicated the position of Merripit House, but the
dip of the moor had hid her until she was quite close.

I could not doubt that this was the Miss Stapleton of whom I had
been told, since ladies of any sort must be few upon the moor, and
I remembered that I had heard someone describe her as being a
beauty. The woman who approached me was certainly that, and of a
most uncommon type. There could not have been a greater contrast
between brother and sister, for Stapleton was neutral tinted, with
light hair and gray eyes, while she was darker than any brunette
whom I have seen in England-slim, elegant, and tall. She had a
proud, finely cut face, so regular that it might have seemed
impassive were it not for the sensitive mouth and the beautiful
dark, eager eyes. With her perfect figure and elegant dress she
was, indeed, a strange apparition upon a lonely moorland path. Her
eyes were on her brother as I turned, and then she quickened her
pace towards me. I had raised my hat and was about to make some
explanatory remark when her own words turned all my thoughts into a
new channel.

"Go back!" she said. "Go straight back to London,
instantly."

I could only stare at her in stupid surprise. Her eyes blazed at
me, and she tapped the ground impatiently with her foot.

"Why should I go back?" I asked.

"I cannot explain." She spoke in a low, eager voice, with a
curious lisp in her utterance. "But for God's sake do what I ask
you. Go back and never set foot upon the moor again."

"But I have only just come."

"Man, man!" she cried. "Can you not tell when a warning is for
your own good? Go back to London! Start to-night! Get away from
this place at all costs! Hush, my brother is coming! Not a word of
what I have said. Would you mind getting that orchid for me among
the mare's-tails yonder? We are very rich in orchids on the moor,
though, of course, you are rather late to see the beauties of the
place."

Stapleton had abandoned the chase and came back to us breathing
hard and flushed with his exertions.

"Halloa, Beryl!" said he, and it seemed to me that the tone of
his greeting was not altogether a cordial one.

"Well, Jack, you are very hot."

"Yes, I was chasing a Cyclopides. He is very rare and seldom
found in the late autumn. What a pity that I should have missed
him!" He spoke unconcernedly, but his small light eyes glanced
incessantly from the girl to me.

"You have introduced yourselves, I can see."

"Yes. I was telling Sir Henry that it was rather late for him to
see the true beauties of the moor."

"Why, who do you think this is?"

"I imagine that it must be Sir Henry Baskerville."

"No, no," said I. "Only a humble commoner, but his friend. My
name is Dr. Watson."

A flush of vexation passed over her expressive face. "We have
been talking at cross purposes," said she.

"Why, you had not very much time for talk," her brother remarked
with the same questioning eyes.

"I talked as if Dr. Watson were a resident instead of being
merely a visitor," said she. "It cannot much matter to him whether
it is early or late for the orchids. But you will come on, will you
not, and see Merripit House?"

A short walk brought us to it, a bleak moorland house, once the
farm of some grazier in the old prosperous days, but now put into
repair and turned into a modern dwelling. An orchard surrounded it,
but the trees, as is usual upon the moor, were stunted and nipped,
and the effect of the whole place was mean and melancholy. We were
admitted by a strange, wizened, rusty-coated old manservant, who
seemed in keeping with the house. Inside, however, there were large
rooms furnished with an elegance in which I seemed to recognize the
taste of the lady. As I looked from their windows at the
interminable granite-flecked moor rolling unbroken to the farthest
horizon I could not but marvel at what could have brought this
highly educated man and this beautiful woman to live in such a
place.

"Queer spot to choose, is it not?" said he as if in answer to my
thought. "And yet we manage to make ourselves fairly happy, do we
not, Beryl?"

"Quite happy," said she, but there was no ring of conviction in
her words.

"I had a school," said Stapleton. "It was in the north country.
The work to a man of my temperament was mechanical and
uninteresting, but the privilege of living with youth, of helping
to mould those young minds, and of impressing them with one's own
character and ideals was very dear to me. However, the fates were
against us. A serious epidemic broke out in the school and three of
the boys died. It never recovered from the blow, and much of my
capital was irretrievably swallowed up. And yet, if it were not for
the loss of the charming companionship of the boys, I could rejoice
over my own misfortune, for, with my strong tastes for botany and
zoology, I find an unlimited field of work here, and my sister is
as devoted to Nature as I am. All this, Dr. Watson, has been
brought upon your head by your expression as you surveyed the moor
out of our window."

"It certainly did cross my mind that it might be a little dull—
less for you, perhaps, than for your sister."

"No, no, I am never dull," said she quickly.

"We have books, we have our studies, and we have interesting
neighbours. Dr. Mortimer is a most learned man in his own line.
Poor Sir Charles was also an admirable companion. We knew him well
and miss him more than I can tell. Do you think that I should
intrude if I were to call this afternoon and make the acquaintance
of Sir Henry?"

"I am sure that he would be delighted."

"Then perhaps you would mention that I propose to do so. We may
in our humble way do something to make things more easy for him
until he becomes accustomed to his new surroundings. Will you come
upstairs, Dr. Watson, and inspect my collection of Lepidoptera? I
think it is the most complete one in the south-west of England. By
the time that you have looked through them lunch will be almost
ready."

But I was eager to get back to my charge. The melancholy of the
moor, the death of the unfortunate pony, the weird sound which had
been associated with the grim legend of the Baskervilles, all these
things tinged my thoughts with sadness. Then on the top of these
more or less vague impressions there had come the definite and
distinct warning of Miss Stapleton, delivered with such intense
earnestness that I could not doubt that some grave and deep reason
lay behind it. I resisted all pressure to stay for lunch, and I set
off at once upon my return journey, taking the grass-grown path by
which we had come.

It seems, however, that there must have been some short cut for
those who knew it, for before I had reached the road I was
astounded to see Miss Stapleton sitting upon a rock by the side of
the track. Her face was beautifully flushed with her exertions and
she held her hand to her side.

"I have run all the way in order to cut you off, Dr. Watson,"
said she. "I had not even time to put on my hat. I must not stop,
or my brother may miss me. I wanted to say to you how sorry I am
about the stupid mistake I made in thinking that you were Sir
Henry. Please forget the words I said, which have no application
whatever to you."

"But I can't forget them, Miss Stapleton," said I. "I am Sir
Henry's friend, and his welfare is a very close concern of mine.
Tell me why it was that you were so eager that Sir Henry should
return to London."

"A woman's whim, Dr. Watson. When you know me better you will
understand that I cannot always give reasons for what I say or
do."

"No, no. I remember the thrill in your voice. I remember the
look in your eyes. Please, please, be frank with me, Miss
Stapleton, for ever since I have been here I have been conscious of
shadows all round me. Life has become like that great Grimpen Mire,
with little green patches everywhere into which one may sink and
with no guide to point the track. Tell me then what it was that you
meant, and I will promise to convey your warning to Sir Henry."

An expression of irresolution passed for an instant over her
face, but her eyes had hardened again when she answered me.

"You make too much of it, Dr. Watson," said she. "My brother and
I were very much shocked by the death of Sir Charles. We knew him
very intimately, for his favourite walk was over the moor to our
house. He was deeply impressed with the curse which hung over the
family, and when this tragedy came I naturally felt that there must
be some grounds for the fears which he had expressed. I was
distressed therefore when another member of the family came down to
live here, and I felt that he should be warned of the danger which
he will run. That was all which I intended to convey.

"But what is the danger?"

"You know the story of the hound?"

"I do not believe in such nonsense."

"But I do. If you have any influence with Sir Henry, take him
away from a place which has always been fatal to his family. The
world is wide. Why should he wish to live at the place of
danger?"

"Because it is the place of danger. That is Sir Henry's nature.
I fear that unless you can give me some more definite information
than this it would be impossible to get him to move."

"I cannot say anything definite, for I do not know anything
definite."

"I would ask you one more question, Miss Stapleton. If you meant
no more than this when you first spoke to me, why should you not
wish your brother to overhear what you said? There is nothing to
which he, or anyone else, could object."

"My brother is very anxious to have the Hall inhabited, for he
thinks it is for the good of the poor folk upon the moor. He would
be very angry if he knew that I have said anything which might
induce Sir Henry to go away. But I have done my duty now and I will
say no more. I must go back, or he will miss me and suspect that I
have seen you. Good-bye!" She turned and had disappeared in a few
minutes among the scattered boulders, while I, with my soul full of
vague fears, pursued my way to Baskerville Hall.











Chapter 8
First Report of Dr. Watson


From this point onward I will follow the course of events by
transcribing my own letters to Mr. Sherlock Holmes which lie before
me on the table. One page is missing, but otherwise they are
exactly as written and show my feelings and suspicions of the
moment more accurately than my memory, clear as it is upon these
tragic events, can possibly do.

Baskerville Hall, October 13th.

My dear Holmes:

My previous letters and telegrams have kept you pretty well up
to date as to all that has occurred in this most God-forsaken
corner of the world. The longer one stays here the more does the
spirit of the moor sink into one's soul, its vastness, and also its
grim charm. When you are once out upon its bosom you have left all
traces of modern England behind you, but, on the other hand, you
are conscious everywhere of the homes and the work of the
prehistoric people. On all sides of you as you walk are the houses
of these forgotten folk, with their graves and the huge monoliths
which are supposed to have marked their temples. As you look at
their gray stone huts against the scarred hillsides you leave your
own age behind you, and if you were to see a skin- clad, hairy man
crawl out from the low door fitting a flint-tipped arrow on to the
string of his bow, you would feel that his presence there was more
natural than your own. The strange thing is that they should have
lived so thickly on what must always have been most unfruitful
soil. I am no antiquarian, but I could imagine that they were some
unwarlike and harried race who were forced to accept that which
none other would occupy.

All this, however, is foreign to the mission on which you sent
me and will probably be very uninteresting to your severely
practical mind. I can still remember your complete indifference as
to whether the sun moved round the earth or the earth round the
sun. Let me, therefore, return to the facts concerning Sir Henry
Baskerville.

If you have not had any report within the last few days it is
because up to today there was nothing of importance to relate. Then
a very surprising circumstance occurred, which I shall tell you in
due course. But, first of all, I must keep you in touch with some
of the other factors in the situation.

One of these, concerning which I have said little, is the
escaped convict upon the moor. There is strong reason now to
believe that he has got right away, which is a considerable relief
to the lonely householders of this district. A fortnight has passed
since his flight, during which he has not been seen and nothing has
been heard of him. It is surely inconceivable that he could have
held out upon the moor during all that time. Of course, so far as
his concealment goes there is no difficulty at all. Any one of
these stone huts would give him a hiding-place. But there is
nothing to eat unless he were to catch and slaughter one of the
moor sheep. We think, therefore, that he has gone, and the outlying
farmers sleep the better in consequence.

We are four able-bodied men in this household, so that we could
take good care of ourselves, but I confess that I have had uneasy
moments when I have thought of the Stapletons. They live miles from
any help. There are one maid, an old manservant, the sister, and
the brother, the latter not a very strong man. They would be
helpless in the hands of a desperate fellow like this Notting Hill
criminal if he could once effect an entrance. Both Sir Henry and I
were concerned at their situation, and it was suggested that
Perkins the groom should go over to sleep there, but Stapleton
would not hear of it.

The fact is that our friend, the baronet, begins to display a
considerable interest in our fair neighbour. It is not to be
wondered at, for time hangs heavily in this lonely spot to an
active man like him, and she is a very fascinating and beautiful
woman. There is something tropical and exotic about her which forms
a singular contrast to her cool and unemotional brother. Yet he
also gives the idea of hidden fires. He has certainly a very marked
influence over her, for I have seen her continually glance at him
as she talked as if seeking approbation for what she said. I trust
that he is kind to her. There is a dry glitter in his eyes and a
firm set of his thin lips, which goes with a positive and possibly
a harsh nature. You would find him an interesting study.

He came over to call upon Baskerville on that first day, and the
very next morning he took us both to show us the spot where the
legend of the wicked Hugo is supposed to have had its origin. It
was an excursion of some miles across the moor to a place which is
so dismal that it might have suggested the story. We found a short
valley between rugged tors which led to an open, grassy space
flecked over with the white cotton grass. In the middle of it rose
two great stones, worn and sharpened at the upper end until they
looked like the huge corroding fangs of some monstrous beast. In
every way it corresponded with the scene of the old tragedy. Sir
Henry was much interested and asked Stapleton more than once
whether he did really believe in the possibility of the
interference of the supernatural in the affairs of men. He spoke
lightly, but it was evident that he was very much in earnest.
Stapleton was guarded in his replies, but it was easy to see that
he said less than he might, and that he would not express his whole
opinion out of consideration for the feelings of the baronet. He
told us of similar cases, where families had suffered from some
evil influence, and he left us with the impression that he shared
the popular view upon the matter.

On our way back we stayed for lunch at Merripit House, and it
was there that Sir Henry made the acquaintance of Miss Stapleton.
From the first moment that he saw her he appeared to be strongly
attracted by her, and I am much mistaken if the feeling was not
mutual. He referred to her again and again on our walk home, and
since then hardly a day has passed that we have not seen something
of the brother and sister. They dine here tonight, and there is
some talk of our going to them next week. One would imagine that
such a match would be very welcome to Stapleton, and yet I have
more than once caught a look of the strongest disapprobation in his
face when Sir Henry has been paying some attention to his sister.
He is much attached to her, no doubt, and would lead a lonely life
without her, but it would seem the height of selfishness if he were
to stand in the way of her making so brilliant a marriage. Yet I am
certain that he does not wish their intimacy to ripen into love,
and I have several times observed that he has taken pains to
prevent them from being tete- a-tete. By the way, your instructions
to me never to allow Sir Henry to go out alone will become very
much more onerous if a love affair were to be added to our other
difficulties. My popularity would soon suffer if I were to carry
out your orders to the letter.

The other day—Thursday, to be more exact—Dr. Mortimer lunched
with us. He has been excavating a barrow at Long Down and has got a
prehistoric skull which fills him with great joy. Never was there
such a single-minded enthusiast as he! The Stapletons came in
afterwards, and the good doctor took us all to the yew alley at Sir
Henry's request to show us exactly how everything occurred upon
that fatal night. It is a long, dismal walk, the yew alley, between
two high walls of clipped hedge, with a narrow band of grass upon
either side. At the far end is an old tumble- down summer-house.
Halfway down is the moor-gate, where the old gentleman left his
cigar-ash. It is a white wooden gate with a latch. Beyond it lies
the wide moor. I remembered your theory of the affair and tried to
picture all that had occurred. As the old man stood there he saw
something coming across the moor, something which terrified him so
that he lost his wits and ran and ran until he died of sheer horror
and exhaustion. There was the long, gloomy tunnel down which he
fled. And from what? A sheep-dog of the moor? Or a spectral hound,
black, silent, and monstrous? Was there a human agency in the
matter? Did the pale, watchful Barrymore know more than he cared to
say? It was all dim and vague, but always there is the dark shadow
of crime behind it.

One other neighbour I have met since I wrote last. This is Mr.
Frankland, of Lafter Hall, who lives some four miles to the south
of us. He is an elderly man, red-faced, white-haired, and choleric.
His passion is for the British law, and he has spent a large
fortune in litigation. He fights for the mere pleasure of fighting
and is equally ready to take up either side of a question, so that
it is no wonder that he has found it a costly amusement. Sometimes
he will shut up a right of way and defy the parish to make him open
it. At others he will with his own hands tear down some other man's
gate and declare that a path has existed there from time
immemorial, defying the owner to prosecute him for trespass. He is
learned in old manorial and communal rights, and he applies his
knowledge sometimes in favour of the villagers of Fernworthy and
sometimes against them, so that he is periodically either carried
in triumph down the village street or else burned in effigy,
according to his latest exploit. He is said to have about seven
lawsuits upon his hands at present, which will probably swallow up
the remainder of his fortune and so draw his sting and leave him
harmless for the future. Apart from the law he seems a kindly,
good-natured person, and I only mention him because you were
particular that I should send some description of the people who
surround us. He is curiously employed at present, for, being an
amateur astronomer, he has an excellent telescope, with which he
lies upon the roof of his own house and sweeps the moor all day in
the hope of catching a glimpse of the escaped convict. If he would
confine his energies to this all would be well, but there are
rumours that he intends to prosecute Dr. Mortimer for opening a
grave without the consent of the next of kin because he dug up the
Neolithic skull in the barrow on Long Down. He helps to keep our
lives from being monotonous and gives a little comic relief where
it is badly needed.

And now, having brought you up to date in the escaped convict,
the Stapletons, Dr. Mortimer, and Frankland, of Lafter Hall, let me
end on that which is most important and tell you more about the
Barrymores, and especially about the surprising development of last
night.

First of all about the test telegram, which you sent from London
in order to make sure that Barrymore was really here. I have
already explained that the testimony of the postmaster shows that
the test was worthless and that we have no proof one way or the
other. I told Sir Henry how the matter stood, and he at once, in
his downright fashion, had Barrymore up and asked him whether he
had received the telegram himself. Barrymore said that he had.

"Did the boy deliver it into your own hands?" asked Sir
Henry.

Barrymore looked surprised, and considered for a little
time.

"No," said he, "I was in the box-room at the time, and my wife
brought it up to me."

"Did you answer it yourself?"

"No; I told my wife what to answer and she went down to write
it."

In the evening he recurred to the subject of his own accord.

"I could not quite understand the object of your questions this
morning, Sir Henry," said he. "I trust that they do not mean that I
have done anything to forfeit your confidence?"

Sir Henry had to assure him that it was not so and pacify him by
giving him a considerable part of his old wardrobe, the London
outfit having now all arrived.

Mrs. Barrymore is of interest to me. She is a heavy, solid
person, very limited, intensely respectable, and inclined to be
puritanical. You could hardly conceive a less emotional subject.
Yet I have told you how, on the first night here, I heard her
sobbing bitterly, and since then I have more than once observed
traces of tears upon her face. Some deep sorrow gnaws ever at her
heart. Sometimes I wonder if she has a guilty memory which haunts
her, and sometimes I suspect Barrymore of being a domestic tyrant.
I have always felt that there was something singular and
questionable in this man's character, but the adventure of last
night brings all my suspicions to a head.

And yet it may seem a small matter in itself. You are aware that
I am not a very sound sleeper, and since I have been on guard in
this house my slumbers have been lighter than ever. Last night,
about two in the morning, I was aroused by a stealthy step passing
my room. I rose, opened my door, and peeped out. A long black
shadow was trailing down the corridor. It was thrown by a man who
walked softly down the passage with a candle held in his hand. He
was in shirt and trousers, with no covering to his feet. I could
merely see the outline, but his height told me that it was
Barrymore. He walked very slowly and circumspectly, and there was
something indescribably guilty and furtive in his whole
appearance.

I have told you that the corridor is broken by the balcony which
runs round the hall, but that it is resumed upon the farther side.
I waited until he had passed out of sight and then I followed him.
When I came round the balcony he had reached the end of the farther
corridor, and I could see from the glimmer of light through an open
door that he had entered one of the rooms. Now, all these rooms are
unfurnished and unoccupied so that his expedition became more
mysterious than ever. The light shone steadily as if he were
standing motionless. I crept down the passage as noiselessly as I
could and peeped round the corner of the door.

Barrymore was crouching at the window with the candle held
against the glass. His profile was half turned towards me, and his
face seemed to be rigid with expectation as he stared out into the
blackness of the moor. For some minutes he stood watching intently.
Then he gave a deep groan and with an impatient gesture he put out
the light. Instantly I made my way back to my room, and very
shortly came the stealthy steps passing once more upon their return
journey. Long afterwards when I had fallen into a light sleep I
heard a key turn somewhere in a lock, but I could not tell whence
the sound came. What it all means I cannot guess, but there is some
secret business going on in this house of gloom which sooner or
later we shall get to the bottom of. I do not trouble you with my
theories, for you asked me to furnish you only with facts. I have
had a long talk with Sir Henry this morning, and we have made a
plan of campaign founded upon my observations of last night. I will
not speak about it just now, but it should make my next report
interesting reading.











Chapter 9
The Light upon the Moor


[Second Report of Dr. Watson]

Baskerville Hall, Oct. 15th.

MY DEAR HOLMES:

If I was compelled to leave you without much news during the
early days of my mission you must acknowledge that I am making up
for lost time, and that events are now crowding thick and fast upon
us. In my last report I ended upon my top note with Barrymore at
the window, and now I have quite a budget already which will,
unless I am much mistaken, considerably surprise you. Things have
taken a turn which I could not have anticipated. In some ways they
have within the last forty-eight hours become much clearer and in
some ways they have become more complicated. But I will tell you
all and you shall judge for yourself.

Before breakfast on the morning following my adventure I went
down the corridor and examined the room in which Barrymore had been
on the night before. The western window through which he had stared
so intently has, I noticed, one peculiarity above all other windows
in the house—it commands the nearest outlook on to the moor. There
is an opening between two trees which enables one from this point
of view to look right down upon it, while from all the other
windows it is only a distant glimpse which can be obtained. It
follows, therefore, that Barrymore, since only this window would
serve the purpose, must have been looking out for something or
somebody upon the moor. The night was very dark, so that I can
hardly imagine how he could have hoped to see anyone. It had struck
me that it was possible that some love intrigue was on foot. That
would have accounted for his stealthy movements and also for the
uneasiness of his wife. The man is a striking-looking fellow, very
well equipped to steal the heart of a country girl, so that this
theory seemed to have something to support it. That opening of the
door which I had heard after I had returned to my room might mean
that he had gone out to keep some clandestine appointment. So I
reasoned with myself in the morning, and I tell you the direction
of my suspicions, however much the result may have shown that they
were unfounded.

But whatever the true explanation of Barrymore's movements might
be, I felt that the responsibility of keeping them to myself until
I could explain them was more than I could bear. I had an interview
with the baronet in his study after breakfast, and I told him all
that I had seen. He was less surprised than I had expected.

"I knew that Barrymore walked about nights, and I had a mind to
speak to him about it," said he. "Two or three times I have heard
his steps in the passage, coming and going, just about the hour you
name."

"Perhaps then he pays a visit every night to that particular
window," I suggested.

"Perhaps he does. If so, we should be able to shadow him and see
what it is that he is after. I wonder what your friend Holmes would
do if he were here."

"I believe that he would do exactly what you now suggest," said
I. "He would follow Barrymore and see what he did."

"Then we shall do it together."

"But surely he would hear us."

"The man is rather deaf, and in any case we must take our chance
of that. We'll sit up in my room tonight and wait until he passes."
Sir Henry rubbed his hands with pleasure, and it was evident that
he hailed the adventure as a relief to his somewhat quiet life upon
the moor.

The baronet has been in communication with the architect who
prepared the plans for Sir Charles, and with a contractor from
London, so that we may expect great changes to begin here soon.
There have been decorators and furnishers up from Plymouth, and it
is evident that our friend has large ideas and means to spare no
pains or expense to restore the grandeur of his family. When the
house is renovated and refurnished, all that he will need will be a
wife to make it complete. Between ourselves there are pretty clear
signs that this will not be wanting if the lady is willing, for I
have seldom seen a man more infatuated with a woman than he is with
our beautiful neighbour, Miss Stapleton. And yet the course of true
love does not run quite as smoothly as one would under the
circumstances expect. Today, for example, its surface was broken by
a very unexpected ripple, which has caused our friend considerable
perplexity and annoyance.

After the conversation which I have quoted about Barrymore, Sir
Henry put on his hat and prepared to go out. As a matter of course
I did the same.

"What, are you coming, Watson?" he asked, looking at me in a
curious way.

"That depends on whether you are going on the moor," said I.

"Yes, I am."

"Well, you know what my instructions are. I am sorry to intrude,
but you heard how earnestly Holmes insisted that I should not leave
you, and especially that you should not go alone upon the
moor."

Sir Henry put his hand upon my shoulder with a pleasant
smile.

"My dear fellow," said he, "Holmes, with all his wisdom, did not
foresee some things which have happened since I have been on the
moor. You understand me? I am sure that you are the last man in the
world who would wish to be a spoil-sport. I must go out alone."

It put me in a most awkward position. I was at a loss what to
say or what to do, and before I had made up my mind he picked up
his cane and was gone.

But when I came to think the matter over my conscience
reproached me bitterly for having on any pretext allowed him to go
out of my sight. I imagined what my feelings would be if I had to
return to you and to confess that some misfortune had occurred
through my disregard for your instructions. I assure you my cheeks
flushed at the very thought. It might not even now be too late to
overtake him, so I set off at once in the direction of Merripit
House.

I hurried along the road at the top of my speed without seeing
anything of Sir Henry, until I came to the point where the moor
path branches off. There, fearing that perhaps I had come in the
wrong direction after all, I mounted a hill from which I could
command a view—the same hill which is cut into the dark quarry.
Thence I saw him at once. He was on the moor path about a quarter
of a mile off, and a lady was by his side who could only be Miss
Stapleton. It was clear that there was already an understanding
between them and that they had met by appointment. They were
walking slowly along in deep conversation, and I saw her making
quick little movements of her hands as if she were very earnest in
what she was saying, while he listened intently, and once or twice
shook his head in strong dissent. I stood among the rocks watching
them, very much puzzled as to what I should do next. To follow them
and break into their intimate conversation seemed to be an outrage,
and yet my clear duty was never for an instant to let him out of my
sight. To act the spy upon a friend was a hateful task. Still, I
could see no better course than to observe him from the hill, and
to clear my conscience by confessing to him afterwards what I had
done. It is true that if any sudden danger had threatened him I was
too far away to be of use, and yet I am sure that you will agree
with me that the position was very difficult, and that there was
nothing more which I could do.

Our friend, Sir Henry, and the lady had halted on the path and
were standing deeply absorbed in their conversation, when I was
suddenly aware that I was not the only witness of their interview.
A wisp of green floating in the air caught my eye, and another
glance showed me that it was carried on a stick by a man who was
moving among the broken ground. It was Stapleton with his
butterfly-net. He was very much closer to the pair than I was, and
he appeared to be moving in their direction. At this instant Sir
Henry suddenly drew Miss Stapleton to his side. His arm was round
her, but it seemed to me that she was straining away from him with
her face averted. He stooped his head to hers, and she raised one
hand as if in protest. Next moment I saw them spring apart and turn
hurriedly round. Stapleton was the cause of the interruption. He
was running wildly towards them, his absurd net dangling behind
him. He gesticulated and almost danced with excitement in front of
the lovers. What the scene meant I could not imagine, but it seemed
to me that Stapleton was abusing Sir Henry, who offered
explanations, which became more angry as the other refused to
accept them. The lady stood by in haughty silence. Finally
Stapleton turned upon his heel and beckoned in a peremptory way to
his sister, who, after an irresolute glance at Sir Henry, walked
off by the side of her brother. The naturalist's angry gestures
showed that the lady was included in his displeasure. The baronet
stood for a minute looking after them, and then he walked slowly
back the way that he had come, his head hanging, the very picture
of dejection.

What all this meant I could not imagine, but I was deeply
ashamed to have witnessed so intimate a scene without my friend's
knowledge. I ran down the hill therefore and met the baronet at the
bottom. His face was flushed with anger and his brows were
wrinkled, like one who is at his wit's ends what to do.

"Halloa, Watson! Where have you dropped from?" said he. "You
don't mean to say that you came after me in spite of all?"

I explained everything to him: how I had found it impossible to
remain behind, how I had followed him, and how I had witnessed all
that had occurred. For an instant his eyes blazed at me, but my
frankness disarmed his anger, and he broke at last into a rather
rueful laugh.

"You would have thought the middle of that prairie a fairly safe
place for a man to be private," said he, "but, by thunder, the
whole countryside seems to have been out to see me do my wooing—
and a mighty poor wooing at that! Where had you engaged a
seat?"

"I was on that hill."

"Quite in the back row, eh? But her brother was well up to the
front. Did you see him come out on us?"

"Yes, I did."

"Did he ever strike you as being crazy—this brother of
hers?"

"I can't say that he ever did."

"I dare say not. I always thought him sane enough until today,
but you can take it from me that either he or I ought to be in a
straitjacket. What's the matter with me, anyhow? You've lived near
me for some weeks, Watson. Tell me straight, now! Is there anything
that would prevent me from making a good husband to a woman that I
loved?"

"I should say not."

"He can't object to my worldly position, so it must be myself
that he has this down on. What has he against me? I never hurt man
or woman in my life that I know of. And yet he would not so much as
let me touch the tips of her fingers."

"Did he say so?"

"That, and a deal more. I tell you, Watson, I've only known her
these few weeks, but from the first I just felt that she was made
for me, and she, too—she was happy when she was with me, and that
I'll swear. There's a light in a woman's eyes that speaks louder
than words. But he has never let us get together and it was only
today for the first time that I saw a chance of having a few words
with her alone. She was glad to meet me, but when she did it was
not love that she would talk about, and she wouldn't have let me
talk about it either if she could have stopped it. She kept coming
back to it that this was a place of danger, and that she would
never be happy until I had left it. I told her that since I had
seen her I was in no hurry to leave it, and that if she really
wanted me to go, the only way to work it was for her to arrange to
go with me. With that I offered in as many words to marry her, but
before she could answer, down came this brother of hers, running at
us with a face on him like a madman. He was just white with rage,
and those light eyes of his were blazing with fury. What was I
doing with the lady? How dared I offer her attentions which were
distasteful to her? Did I think that because I was a baronet I
could do what I liked? If he had not been her brother I should have
known better how to answer him. As it was I told him that my
feelings towards his sister were such as I was not ashamed of, and
that I hoped that she might honour me by becoming my wife. That
seemed to make the matter no better, so then I lost my temper too,
and I answered him rather more hotly than I should perhaps,
considering that she was standing by. So it ended by his going off
with her, as you saw, and here am I as badly puzzled a man as any
in this county. Just tell me what it all means, Watson, and I'll
owe you more than ever I can hope to pay."

I tried one or two explanations, but, indeed, I was completely
puzzled myself. Our friend's title, his fortune, his age, his
character, and his appearance are all in his favour, and I know
nothing against him unless it be this dark fate which runs in his
family. That his advances should be rejected so brusquely without
any reference to the lady's own wishes and that the lady should
accept the situation without protest is very amazing. However, our
conjectures were set at rest by a visit from Stapleton himself that
very afternoon. He had come to offer apologies for his rudeness of
the morning, and after a long private interview with Sir Henry in
his study the upshot of their conversation was that the breach is
quite healed, and that we are to dine at Merripit House next Friday
as a sign of it.

"l don't say now that he isn't a crazy man," said Sir Henry "I
can't forget the look in his eyes when he ran at me this morning,
but I must allow that no man could make a more handsome apology
than he has done."

"Did he give any explanation of his conduct?"

"His sister is everything in his life, he says. That is natural
enough, and I am glad that he should understand her value. They
have always been together, and according to his account he has been
a very lonely man with only her as a companion, so that the thought
of losing her was really terrible to him. He had not understood, he
said, that I was becoming attached to her, but when he saw with his
own eyes that it was really so, and that she might be taken away
from him, it gave him such a shock that for a time he was not
responsible for what he said or did. He was very sorry for all that
had passed, and he recognized how foolish and how selfish it was
that he should imagine that he could hold a beautiful woman like
his sister to himself for her whole life. If she had to leave him
he had rather it was to a neighbour like myself than to anyone
else. But in any case it was a blow to him and it would take him
some time before he could prepare himself to meet it. He would
withdraw all opposition upon his part if I would promise for three
months to let the matter rest and to be content with cultivating
the lady's friendship during that time without claiming her love.
This I promised, and so the matter rests."

So there is one of our small mysteries cleared up. It is
something to have touched bottom anywhere in this bog in which we
are floundering. We know now why Stapleton looked with disfavour
upon his sister's suitor—even when that suitor was so eligible a
one as Sir Henry. And now I pass on to another thread which I have
extricated out of the tangled skein, the mystery of the sobs in the
night, of the tear-stained face of Mrs. Barrymore, of the secret
journey of the butler to the western lattice window. Congratulate
me, my dear Holmes, and tell me that I have not disappointed you as
an agent—that you do not regret the confidence which you showed in
me when you sent me down. All these things have by one night's work
been thoroughly cleared.

I have said "by one night's work," but, in truth, it was by two
nights' work, for on the first we drew entirely blank. I sat up
with Sir Henry in his rooms until nearly three o'clock in the
morning, but no sound of any sort did we hear except the chiming
clock upon the stairs. It was a most melancholy vigil and ended by
each of us falling asleep in our chairs. Fortunately we were not
discouraged, and we determined to try again. The next night we
lowered the lamp and sat smoking cigarettes without making the
least sound. It was incredible how slowly the hours crawled by, and
yet we were helped through it by the same sort of patient interest
which the hunter must feel as he watches the trap into which he
hopes the game may wander. One struck, and two, and we had almost
for the second time given it up in despair when in an instant we
both sat bolt upright in our chairs with all our weary senses
keenly on the alert once more. We had heard the creak of a step in
the passage.

Very stealthily we heard it pass along until it died away in the
distance. Then the baronet gently opened his door and we set out in
pursuit. Already our man had gone round the gallery and the
corridor was all in darkness. Softly we stole along until we had
come into the other wing. We were just in time to catch a glimpse
of the tall, black-bearded figure, his shoulders rounded as he
tiptoed down the passage. Then he passed through the same door as
before, and the light of the candle framed it in the darkness and
shot one single yellow beam across the gloom of the corridor. We
shuffled cautiously towards it, trying every plank before we dared
to put our whole weight upon it. We had taken the precaution of
leaving our boots behind us, but, even so, the old boards snapped
and creaked beneath our tread. Sometimes it seemed impossible that
he should fail to hear our approach. However, the man is
fortunately rather deaf, and he was entirely preoccupied in that
which he was doing. When at last we reached the door and peeped
through we found him crouching at the window, candle in hand, his
white, intent face pressed against the pane, exactly as I had seen
him two nights before.

We had arranged no plan of campaign, but the baronet is a man to
whom the most direct way is always the most natural. He walked into
the room, and as he did so Barrymore sprang up from the window with
a sharp hiss of his breath and stood, livid and trembling, before
us. His dark eyes, glaring out of the white mask of his face, were
full of horror and astonishment as he gazed from Sir Henry to
me.

"What are you doing here, Barrymore?"

"Nothing, sir." His agitation was so great that he could hardly
speak, and the shadows sprang up and down from the shaking of his
candle. "It was the window, sir. I go round at night to see that
they are fastened."

"On the second floor?"

"Yes, sir, all the windows."

"Look here, Barrymore," said Sir Henry sternly, "we have made up
our minds to have the truth out of you, so it will save you trouble
to tell it sooner rather than later. Come, now! No lies! What were
you doing at that window?'

The fellow looked at us in a helpless way, and he wrung his
hands together like one who is in the last extremity of doubt and
misery.

"I was doing no harm, sir. I was holding a candle to the
window."

"And why were you holding a candle to the window?"

"Don't ask me, Sir Henry—don't ask me! I give you my word, sir,
that it is not my secret, and that I cannot tell it. If it
concerned no one but myself I would not try to keep it from
you."

A sudden idea occurred to me, and I took the candle from the
trembling hand of the butler.

"He must have been holding it as a signal," said I. "Let us see
if there is any answer." I held it as he had done, and stared out
into the darkness of the night. Vaguely I could discern the black
bank of the trees and the lighter expanse of the moor, for the moon
was behind the clouds. And then I gave a cry of exultation, for a
tiny pinpoint of yellow light had suddenly transfixed the dark
veil, and glowed steadily in the centre of the black square framed
by the window.

"There it is!" I cried.

"No, no, sir, it is nothing—nothing at all!" the butler broke
in; "I assure you, sir—"

"Move your light across the window, Watson!" cried the baronet.
"See, the other moves also! Now, you rascal, do you deny that it is
a signal? Come, speak up! Who is your confederate out yonder, and
what is this conspiracy that is going on?"

The man's face became openly defiant. "It is my business, and
not yours. I will not tell."

"Then you leave my employment right away." "Very good, sir. If I
must I must."

"And you go in disgrace. By thunder, you may well be ashamed of
yourself. Your family has lived with mine for over a hundred years
under this roof, and here I find you deep in some dark plot against
me."

"No, no, sir; no, not against you!" It was a woman's voice, and
Mrs. Barrymore, paler and more horrorstruck than her husband, was
standing at the door. Her bulky figure in a shawl and skirt might
have been comic were it not for the intensity of feeling upon her
face.

"We have to go, Eliza. This is the end of it. You can pack our
things," said the butler.

"Oh, John, John, have I brought you to this? It is my doing, Sir
Henry—all mine. He has done nothing except for my sake and because
I asked him."

"Speak out, then! What does it mean?"

"My unhappy brother is starving on the moor. We cannot let him
perish at our very gates. The light is a signal to him that food is
ready for him, and his light out yonder is to show the spot to
which to bring it."

"Then your brother is—"

"The escaped convict, sir—Selden, the criminal."

"That's the truth, sir," said Barrymore. "I said that it was not
my secret and that I could not tell it to you. But now you have
heard it, and you will see that if there was a plot it was not
against you."

This, then, was the explanation of the stealthy expeditions at
night and the light at the window. Sir Henry and I both stared at
the woman in amazement. Was it possible that this stolidly
respectable person was of the same blood as one of the most
notorious criminals in the country?

"Yes, sir, my name was Selden, and he is my younger brother. We
humoured him too much when he was a lad and gave him his own way in
everything until he came to think that the world was made for his
pleasure, and that he could do what he liked in it. Then as he grew
older he met wicked companions, and the devil entered into him
until he broke my mother's heart and dragged our name in the dirt.
From crime to crime he sank lower and lower until it is only the
mercy of God which has snatched him from the scaffold; but to me,
sir, he was always the little curly-headed boy that I had nursed
and played with as an elder sister would. That was why he broke
prison, sir. He knew that I was here and that we could not refuse
to help him. When he dragged himself here one night, weary and
starving, with the warders hard at his heels, what could we do? We
took him in and fed him and cared for him. Then you returned, sir,
and my brother thought he would be safer on the moor than anywhere
else until the hue and cry was over, so he lay in hiding there. But
every second night we made sure if he was still there by putting a
light in the window, and if there was an answer my husband took out
some bread and meat to him. Every day we hoped that he was gone,
but as long as he was there we could not desert him. That is the
whole truth, as I am an honest Christian woman and you will see
that if there is blame in the matter it does not lie with my
husband but with me, for whose sake he has done all that he
has."

The woman's words came with an intense earnestness which carried
conviction with them.

"Is this true, Barrymore?"

"Yes, Sir Henry. Every word of it."

"Well, I cannot blame you for standing by your own wife. Forget
what I have said. Go to your room, you two, and we shall talk
further about this matter in the morning."

When they were gone we looked out of the window again. Sir Henry
had flung it open, and the cold night wind beat in upon our faces.
Far away in the black distance there still glowed that one tiny
point of yellow light.

"I wonder he dares," said Sir Henry.

"It may be so placed as to be only visible from here."

"Very likely. How far do you think it is?"

"Out by the Cleft Tor, I think."

"Not more than a mile or two off."

"Hardly that."

"Well, it cannot be far if Barrymore had to carry out the food
to it. And he is waiting, this villain, beside that candle. By
thunder, Watson, I am going out to take that man!"

The same thought had crossed my own mind. It was not as if the
Barrymores had taken us into their confidence. Their secret had
been forced from them. The man was a danger to the community, an
unmitigated scoundrel for whom there was neither pity nor excuse.
We were only doing our duty in taking this chance of putting him
back where he could do no harm. With his brutal and violent nature,
others would have to pay the price if we held our hands. Any night,
for example, our neighbours the Stapletons might be attacked by
him, and it may have been the thought of this which made Sir Henry
so keen upon the adventure.

"I will come," said I.

"Then get your revolver and put on your boots. The sooner we
start the better, as the fellow may put out his light and be
off."

In five minutes we were outside the door, starting upon our
expedition. We hurried through the dark shrubbery, amid the dull
moaning of the autumn wind and the rustle of the falling leaves.
The night air was heavy with the smell of damp and decay. Now and
again the moon peeped out for an instant, but clouds were driving
over the face of the sky, and just as we came out on the moor a
thin rain began to fall. The light still burned steadily in
front.

"Are you armed?" I asked.

"I have a hunting-crop."

"We must close in on him rapidly, for he is said to be a
desperate fellow. We shall take him by surprise and have him at our
mercy before he can resist."

"I say, Watson," said the baronet, "what would Holmes say to
this? How about that hour of darkness in which the power of evil is
exalted?"

As if in answer to his words there rose suddenly out of the vast
gloom of the moor that strange cry which I had already heard upon
the borders of the great Grimpen Mire. It came with the wind
through the silence of the night, a long, deep mutter then a rising
howl, and then the sad moan in which it died away. Again and again
it sounded, the whole air throbbing with it, strident, wild, and
menacing. The baronet caught my sleeve and his face glimmered white
through the darkness.

"My God, what's that, Watson?"

"I don't know. It's a sound they have on the moor. I heard it
once before."

It died away, and an absolute silence closed in upon us. We
stood straining our ears, but nothing came.

"Watson," said the baronet, "it was the cry of a hound."

My blood ran cold in my veins, for there was a break in his
voice which told of the sudden horror which had seized him.

"What do they call this sound?" he asked.

"Who?"

"The folk on the countryside."

"Oh, they are ignorant people. Why should you mind what they
call it?"

"Tell me, Watson. What do they say of it?"

I hesitated but could not escape the question.

"They say it is the cry of the Hound of the Baskervilles."

He groaned and was silent for a few moments.

"A hound it was," he said at last, "but it seemed to come from
miles away, over yonder, I think."

"It was hard to say whence it came."

"It rose and fell with the wind. Isn't that the direction of the
great Grimpen Mire?"

"Yes, it is."

"Well, it was up there. Come now, Watson, didn't you think
yourself that it was the cry of a hound? I am not a child. You need
not fear to speak the truth."

"Stapleton was with me when I heard it last. He said that it
might be the calling of a strange bird."

"No, no, it was a hound. My God, can there be some truth in all
these stories? Is it possible that I am really in danger from so
dark a cause? You don't believe it, do you, Watson?"

"No, no."

"And yet it was one thing to laugh about it in London, and it is
another to stand out here in the darkness of the moor and to hear
such a cry as that. And my uncle! There was the footprint of the
hound beside him as he lay. It all fits together. I don't think
that I am a coward, Watson, but that sound seemed to freeze my very
blood. Feel my hand!"

It was as cold as a block of marble.

"You'll be all right tomorrow."

"I don't think I'll get that cry out of my head. What do you
advise that we do now?"

"Shall we turn back?"

"No, by thunder; we have come out to get our man, and we will do
it. We after the convict, and a hell-hound, as likely as not, after
us. Come on! We'll see it through if all the fiends of the pit were
loose upon the moor."

We stumbled slowly along in the darkness, with the black loom of
the craggy hills around us, and the yellow speck of light burning
steadily in front. There is nothing so deceptive as the distance of
a light upon a pitch-dark night, and sometimes the glimmer seemed
to be far away upon the horizon and sometimes it might have been
within a few yards of us. But at last we could see whence it came,
and then we knew that we were indeed very close. A guttering candle
was stuck in a crevice of the rocks which flanked it on each side
so as to keep the wind from it and also to prevent it from being
visible, save in the direction of Baskerville Hall. A boulder of
granite concealed our approach, and crouching behind it we gazed
over it at the signal light. It was strange to see this single
candle burning there in the middle of the moor, with no sign of
life near it—just the one straight yellow flame and the gleam of
the rock on each side of it.

"What shall we do now?" whispered Sir Henry.

"Wait here. He must be near his light. Let us see if we can get
a glimpse of him."

The words were hardly out of my mouth when we both saw him. Over
the rocks, in the crevice of which the candle burned, there was
thrust out an evil yellow face, a terrible animal face, all seamed
and scored with vile passions. Foul with mire, with a bristling
beard, and hung with matted hair, it might well have belonged to
one of those old savages who dwelt in the burrows on the hillsides.
The light beneath him was reflected in his small, cunning eyes
which peered fiercely to right and left through the darkness like a
crafty and savage animal who has heard the steps of the
hunters.

Something had evidently aroused his suspicions. It may have been
that Barrymore had some private signal which we had neglected to
give, or the fellow may have had some other reason for thinking
that all was not well, but I could read his fears upon his wicked
face. Any instant he might dash out the light and vanish in the
darkness. I sprang forward therefore, and Sir Henry did the same.
At the same moment the convict screamed out a curse at us and
hurled a rock which splintered up against the boulder which had
sheltered us. I caught one glimpse of his short, squat, strongly
built figure as he sprang to his feet and turned to run. At the
same moment by a lucky chance the moon broke through the clouds. We
rushed over the brow of the hill, and there was our man running
with great speed down the other side, springing over the stones in
his way with the activity of a mountain goat. A lucky long shot of
my revolver might have crippled him, but I had brought it only to
defend myself if attacked and not to shoot an unarmed man who was
running away.

We were both swift runners and in fairly good training, but we
soon found that we had no chance of overtaking him. We saw him for
a long time in the moonlight until he was only a small speck moving
swiftly among the boulders upon the side of a distant hill. We ran
and ran until we were completely blown, but the space between us
grew ever wider. Finally we stopped and sat panting on two rocks,
while we watched him disappearing in the distance.

And it was at this moment that there occurred a most strange and
unexpected thing. We had risen from our rocks and were turning to
go home, having abandoned the hopeless chase. The moon was low upon
the right, and the jagged pinnacle of a granite tor stood up
against the lower curve of its silver disc. There, outlined as
black as an ebony statue on that shining background, I saw the
figure of a man upon the tor. Do not think that it was a delusion,
Holmes. I assure you that I have never in my life seen anything
more clearly. As far as I could judge, the figure was that of a
tall, thin man. He stood with his legs a little separated, his arms
folded, his head bowed, as if he were brooding over that enormous
wilderness of peat and granite which lay before him. He might have
been the very spirit of that terrible place. It was not the
convict. This man was far from the place where the latter had
disappeared. Besides, he was a much taller man. With a cry of
surprise I pointed him out to the baronet, but in the instant
during which I had turned to grasp his arm the man was gone. There
was the sharp pinnacle of granite still cutting the lower edge of
the moon, but its peak bore no trace of that silent and motionless
figure.

I wished to go in that direction and to search the tor, but it
was some distance away. The baronet's nerves were still quivering
from that cry, which recalled the dark story of his family, and he
was not in the mood for fresh adventures. He had not seen this
lonely man upon the tor and could not feel the thrill which his
strange presence and his commanding attitude had given to me. "A
warder, no doubt," said he. "The moor has been thick with them
since this fellow escaped." Well, perhaps his explanation may be
the right one, but I should like to have some further proof of it.
Today we mean to communicate to the Princetown people where they
should look for their missing man, but it is hard lines that we
have not actually had the triumph of bringing him back as our own
prisoner. Such are the adventures of last night, and you must
acknowledge, my dear Holmes, that I have done you very well in the
matter of a report. Much of what I tell you is no doubt quite
irrelevant, but still I feel that it is best that I should let you
have all the facts and leave you to select for yourself those which
will be of most service to you in helping you to your conclusions.
We are certainly making some progress. So far as the Barrymores go
we have found the motive of their actions, and that has cleared up
the situation very much. But the moor with its mysteries and its
strange inhabitants remains as inscrutable as ever. Perhaps in my
next I may be able to throw some light upon this also. Best of all
would it be if you could come down to us. In any case you will hear
from me again in the course of the next few days.











Chapter 10
Extract from the Diary of Dr. Watson


So far I have been able to quote from the reports which I have
forwarded during these early days to Sherlock Holmes. Now, however,
I have arrived at a point in my narrative where I am compelled to
abandon this method and to trust once more to my recollections,
aided by the diary which I kept at the time. A few extracts from
the latter will carry me on to those scenes which are indelibly
fixed in every detail upon my memory. I proceed, then, from the
morning which followed our abortive chase of the convict and our
other strange experiences upon the moor.

October 16th. A dull and foggy day with a drizzle of rain. The
house is banked in with rolling clouds, which rise now and then to
show the dreary curves of the moor, with thin, silver veins upon
the sides of the hills, and the distant boulders gleaming where the
light strikes upon their wet faces. It is melancholy outside and
in. The baronet is in a black reaction after the excitements of the
night. I am conscious myself of a weight at my heart and a feeling
of impending danger—ever present danger, which is the more terrible
because I am unable to define it.

And have I not cause for such a feeling? Consider the long
sequence of incidents which have all pointed to some sinister
influence which is at work around us. There is the death of the
last occupant of the Hall, fulfilling so exactly the conditions of
the family legend, and there are the repeated reports from peasants
of the appearance of a strange creature upon the moor. Twice I have
with my own ears heard the sound which resembled the distant baying
of a hound. It is incredible, impossible, that it should really be
outside the ordinary laws of nature. A spectral hound which leaves
material footmarks and fills the air with its howling is surely not
to be thought of. Stapleton may fall in with such a superstition,
and Mortimer also, but if I have one quality upon earth it is
common sense, and nothing will persuade me to believe in such a
thing. To do so would be to descend to the level of these poor
peasants, who are not content with a mere fiend dog but must needs
describe him with hell-fire shooting from his mouth and eyes.
Holmes would not listen to such fancies, and I am his agent. But
facts are facts, and I have twice heard this crying upon the moor.
Suppose that there were really some huge hound loose upon it; that
would go far to explain everything. But where could such a hound
lie concealed, where did it get its food, where did it come from,
how was it that no one saw it by day? It must be confessed that the
natural explanation offers almost as many difficulties as the
other. And always, apart from the hound, there is the fact of the
human agency in London, the man in the cab, and the letter which
warned Sir Henry against the moor. This at least was real, but it
might have been the work of a protecting friend as easily as of an
enemy. Where is that friend or enemy now? Has he remained in
London, or has he followed us down here? Could he—could he be the
stranger whom I saw upon the tor?

It is true that I have had only the one glance at him, and yet
there are some things to which I am ready to swear. He is no one
whom I have seen down here, and I have now met all the neighbours.
The figure was far taller than that of Stapleton, far thinner than
that of Frankland. Barrymore it might possibly have been, but we
had left him behind us, and I am certain that he could not have
followed us. A stranger then is still dogging us, just as a
stranger dogged us in London. We have never shaken him off. If I
could lay my hands upon that man, then at last we might find
ourselves at the end of all our difficulties. To this one purpose I
must now devote all my energies.

My first impulse was to tell Sir Henry all my plans. My second
and wisest one is to play my own game and speak as little as
possible to anyone. He is silent and distrait. His nerves have been
strangely shaken by that sound upon the moor. I will say nothing to
add to his anxieties, but I will take my own steps to attain my own
end.

We had a small scene this morning after breakfast. Barrymore
asked leave to speak with Sir Henry, and they were closeted in his
study some little time. Sitting in the billiard-room I more than
once heard the sound of voices raised, and I had a pretty good idea
what the point was which was under discussion. After a time the
baronet opened his door and called for me. "Barrymore considers
that he has a grievance," he said. "He thinks that it was unfair on
our part to hunt his brother-in-law down when he, of his own free
will, had told us the secret."

The butler was standing very pale but very collected before
us.

"I may have spoken too warmly, sir," said he, "and if I have, I
am sure that I beg your pardon. At the same time, I was very much
surprised when I heard you two gentlemen come back this morning and
learned that you had been chasing Selden. The poor fellow has
enough to fight against without my putting more upon his
track."

"If you had told us of your own free will it would have been a
different thing," said the baronet, "you only told us, or rather
your wife only told us, when it was forced from you and you could
not help yourself."

"I didn't think you would have taken advantage of it, Sir Henry—
indeed I didn't."

"The man is a public danger. There are lonely houses scattered
over the moor, and he is a fellow who would stick at nothing. You
only want to get a glimpse of his face to see that. Look at Mr.
Stapleton's house, for example, with no one but himself to defend
it. There's no safety for anyone until he is under lock and
key."

"He'll break into no house, sir. I give you my solemn word upon
that. But he will never trouble anyone in this country again. I
assure you, Sir Henry, that in a very few days the necessary
arrangements will have been made and he will be on his way to South
America. For God's sake, sir, I beg of you not to let the police
know that he is still on the moor. They have given up the chase
there, and he can lie quiet until the ship is ready for him. You
can't tell on him without getting my wife and me into trouble. I
beg you, sir, to say nothing to the police."

"What do you say, Watson?"

I shrugged my shoulders. "If he were safely out of the country
it would relieve the tax-payer of a burden."

"But how about the chance of his holding someone up before he
goes?"

"He would not do anything so mad, sir. We have provided him with
all that he can want. To commit a crime would be to show where he
was hiding."

"That is true," said Sir Henry. "Well, Barrymore—"

"God bless you, sir, and thank you from my heart! It would have
killed my poor wife had he been taken again."

"I guess we are aiding and abetting a felony, Watson? But, after
what we have heard I don't feel as if I could give the man up, so
there is an end of it. All right, Barrymore, you can go."

With a few broken words of gratitude the man turned, but he
hesitated and then came back.

"You've been so kind to us, sir, that I should like to do the
best I can for you in return. I know something, Sir Henry, and
perhaps I should have said it before, but it was long after the
inquest that I found it out. I've never breathed a word about it
yet to mortal man. It's about poor Sir Charles's death."

The baronet and I were both upon our feet. "Do you know how he
died?"

"No, sir, I don't know that."

"What then?"

"I know why he was at the gate at that hour. It was to meet a
woman."

"To meet a woman! He?"

"Yes, sir."

"And the woman's name?"

"I can't give you the name, sir, but I can give you the
initials. Her initials were L. L."

"How do you know this, Barrymore?"

"Well, Sir Henry, your uncle had a letter that morning. He had
usually a great many letters, for he was a public man and well
known for his kind heart, so that everyone who was in trouble was
glad to turn to him. But that morning, as it chanced, there was
only this one letter, so I took the more notice of it. It was from
Coombe Tracey, and it was addressed in a woman's hand."

"Well?"

"Well, sir, I thought no more of the matter, and never would
have done had it not been for my wife. Only a few weeks ago she was
cleaning out Sir Charles's study—it had never been touched since
his death—and she found the ashes of a burned letter in the back of
the grate. The greater part of it was charred to pieces, but one
little slip, the end of a page, hung together, and the writing
could still be read, though it was gray on a black ground. It
seemed to us to be a postscript at the end of the letter and it
said: 'Please, please, as you are a gentleman, burn this letter,
and be at the gate by ten o clock. Beneath it were signed the
initials L. L."

"Have you got that slip?"

"No, sir, it crumbled all to bits after we moved it."

"Had Sir Charles received any other letters in the same
writing?"

"Well, sir, I took no particular notice of his letters. I should
not have noticed this one, only it happened to come alone."

"And you have no idea who L. L. is?"

"No, sir. No more than you have. But I expect if we could lay
our hands upon that lady we should know more about Sir Charles's
death."

"I cannot understand, Barrymore, how you came to conceal this
important information."

"Well, sir, it was immediately after that our own trouble came
to us. And then again, sir, we were both of us very fond of Sir
Charles, as we well might be considering all that he has done for
us. To rake this up couldn't help our poor master, and it's well to
go carefully when there's a lady in the case. Even the best of
us—"

"You thought it might injure his reputation?"

"Well, sir, I thought no good could come of it. But now you have
been kind to us, and I feel as if it would be treating you unfairly
not to tell you all that I know about the matter."

"Very good, Barrymore; you can go." When the butler had left us
Sir Henry turned to me. "Well, Watson, what do you think of this
new light?"

"It seems to leave the darkness rather blacker than before."

"So I think. But if we can only trace L. L. it should clear up
the whole business. We have gained that much. We know that there is
someone who has the facts if we can only find her. What do you
think we should do?"

"Let Holmes know all about it at once. It will give him the clue
for which he has been seeking. I am much mistaken if it does not
bring him down."

I went at once to my room and drew up my report of the morning's
conversation for Holmes. It was evident to me that he had been very
busy of late, for the notes which I had from Baker Street were few
and short, with no comments upon the information which I had
supplied and hardly any reference to my mission. No doubt his
blackmailing case is absorbing all his faculties. And yet this new
factor must surely arrest his attention and renew his interest. I
wish that he were here.

October 17th. All day today the rain poured down, rustling on
the ivy and dripping from the eaves. I thought of the convict out
upon the bleak, cold, shelterless moor. Poor devil! Whatever his
crimes, he has suffered something to atone for them. And then I
thought of that other one—the face in the cab, the figure against
the moon. Was he also out in that deluged—the unseen watcher, the
man of darkness? In the evening I put on my waterproof and I walked
far upon the sodden moor, full of dark imaginings, the rain beating
upon my face and the wind whistling about my ears. God help those
who wander into the great mire now, for even the firm uplands are
becoming a morass. I found the black tor upon which I had seen the
solitary watcher, and from its craggy summit I looked out myself
across the melancholy downs. Rain squalls drifted across their
russet face, and the heavy, slate-coloured clouds hung low over the
landscape, trailing in gray wreaths down the sides of the fantastic
hills. In the distant hollow on the left, half hidden by the mist,
the two thin towers of Baskerville Hall rose above the trees. They
were the only signs of human life which I could see, save only
those prehistoric huts which lay thickly upon the slopes of the
hills. Nowhere was there any trace of that lonely man whom I had
seen on the same spot two nights before.

As I walked back I was overtaken by Dr. Mortimer driving in his
dog-cart over a rough moorland track which led from the outlying
farmhouse of Foulmire. He has been very attentive to us, and hardly
a day has passed that he has not called at the Hall to see how we
were getting on. He insisted upon my climbing into his dog-cart,
and he gave me a lift homeward. I found him much troubled over the
disappearance of his little spaniel. It had wandered on to the moor
and had never come back. I gave him such consolation as I might,
but I thought of the pony on the Grimpen Mire, and I do not fancy
that he will see his little dog again.

"By the way, Mortimer," said I as we jolted along the rough
road, "I suppose there are few people living within driving
distance of this whom you do not know?"

"Hardly any, I think."

"Can you, then, tell me the name of any woman whose initials are
L. L.?"

He thought for a few minutes.

"No," said he. "There are a few gipsies and labouring folk for
whom I can't answer, but among the farmers or gentry there is no
one whose initials are those. Wait a bit though," he added after a
pause. "There is Laura Lyons—her initials are L. L.—but she lives
in Coombe Tracey."

"Who is she?" I asked.

"She is Frankland's daughter."

"What! Old Frankland the crank?"

"Exactly. She married an artist named Lyons, who came sketching
on the moor. He proved to be a blackguard and deserted her. The
fault from what I hear may not have been entirely on one side. Her
father refused to have anything to do with her because she had
married without his consent and perhaps for one or two other
reasons as well. So, between the old sinner and the young one the
girl has had a pretty bad time."

"How does she live?"

"I fancy old Frankland allows her a pittance, but it cannot be
more, for his own affairs are considerably involved. Whatever she
may have deserved one could not allow her to go hopelessly to the
bad. Her story got about, and several of the people here did
something to enable her to earn an honest living. Stapleton did for
one, and Sir Charles for another. I gave a trifle myself. It was to
set her up in a typewriting business."

He wanted to know the object of my inquiries, but I managed to
satisfy his curiosity without telling him too much, for there is no
reason why we should take anyone into our confidence. Tomorrow
morning I shall find my way to Coombe Tracey, and if I can see this
Mrs. Laura Lyons, of equivocal reputation, a long step will have
been made towards clearing one incident in this chain of mysteries.
I am certainly developing the wisdom of the serpent, for when
Mortimer pressed his questions to an inconvenient extent I asked
him casually to what type Frankland's skull belonged, and so heard
nothing but craniology for the rest of our drive. I have not lived
for years with Sherlock Holmes for nothing.

I have only one other incident to record upon this tempestuous
and melancholy day. This was my conversation with Barrymore just
now, which gives me one more strong card which I can play in due
time.

Mortimer had stayed to dinner, and he and the baronet played
ecarte afterwards. The butler brought me my coffee into the
library, and I took the chance to ask him a few questions.

"Well," said I, "has this precious relation of yours departed,
or is he still lurking out yonder?"

"I don't know, sir. I hope to heaven that he has gone, for he
has brought nothing but trouble here! I've not heard of him since I
left out food for him last, and that was three days ago."

"Did you see him then?"

"No, sir, but the food was gone when next I went that way."

"Then he was certainly there?"

"So you would think, sir, unless it was the other man who took
it."

I sat with my coffee—cup halfway to my lips and stared at
Barrymore.

"You know that there is another man then?"

"Yes, sir; there is another man upon the moor."

"Have you seen him?"

"No, sir."

"How do you know of him then?"

"Selden told me of him, sir, a week ago or more. He's in hiding,
too, but he's not a convict as far as I can make out. I don't like
it, Dr. Watson—I tell you straight, sir, that I don't like it." He
spoke with a sudden passion of earnestness.

"Now, listen to me, Barrymore! I have no interest in this matter
but that of your master. I have come here with no object except to
help him. Tell me, frankly, what it is that you don't like."

Barrymore hesitated for a moment, as if he regretted his
outburst or found it difficult to express his own feelings in
words.

"It's all these goings-on, sir," he cried at last, waving his
hand towards the rain-lashed window which faced the moor. "There's
foul play somewhere, and there's black villainy brewing, to that
I'll swear! Very glad I should be, sir, to see Sir Henry on his way
back to London again!"

"But what is it that alarms you?"

"Look at Sir Charles's death! That was bad enough, for all that
the coroner said. Look at the noises on the moor at night. There's
not a man would cross it after sundown if he was paid for it. Look
at this stranger hiding out yonder, and watching and waiting!
What's he waiting for? What does it mean? It means no good to
anyone of the name of Baskerville, and very glad I shall be to be
quit of it all on the day that Sir Henry's new servants are ready
to take over the Hall."

"But about this stranger," said I. "Can you tell me anything
about him? What did Selden say? Did he find out where he hid, or
what he was doing?"

"He saw him once or twice, but he is a deep one and gives
nothing away. At first he thought that he was the police, but soon
he found that he had some lay of his own. A kind of gentleman he
was, as far as he could see, but what he was doing he could not
make out."

"And where did he say that he lived?"

"Among the old houses on the hillside—the stone huts where the
old folk used to live."

"But how about his food?"

"Selden found out that he has got a lad who works for him and
brings all he needs. I dare say he goes to Coombe Tracey for what
he wants."

"Very good, Barrymore. We may talk further of this some other
time." When the butler had gone I walked over to the black window,
and I looked through a blurred pane at the driving clouds and at
the tossing outline of the wind-swept trees. It is a wild night
indoors, and what must it be in a stone hut upon the moor. What
passion of hatred can it be which leads a man to lurk in such a
place at such a time! And what deep and earnest purpose can he have
which calls for such a trial! There, in that hut upon the moor,
seems to lie the very centre of that problem which has vexed me so
sorely. I swear that another day shall not have passed before I
have done all that man can do to reach the heart of the
mystery.











Chapter 11
The Man on the Tor


The extract from my private diary which forms the last chapter
has brought my narrative up to the eighteenth of October, a time
when these strange events began to move swiftly towards their
terrible conclusion. The incidents of the next few days are
indelibly graven upon my recollection, and I can tell them without
reference to the notes made at the time. I start them from the day
which succeeded that upon which I had established two facts of
great importance, the one that Mrs. Laura Lyons of Coombe Tracey
had written to Sir Charles Baskerville and made an appointment with
him at the very place and hour that he met his death, the other
that the lurking man upon the moor was to be found among the stone
huts upon the hillside. With these two facts in my possession I
felt that either my intelligence or my courage must be deficient if
I could not throw some further light upon these dark places.

I had no opportunity to tell the baronet what I had learned
about Mrs. Lyons upon the evening before, for Dr. Mortimer remained
with him at cards until it was very late. At breakfast, however, I
informed him about my discovery and asked him whether he would care
to accompany me to Coombe Tracey. At first he was very eager to
come, but on second thoughts it seemed to both of us that if I went
alone the results might be better. The more formal we made the
visit the less information we might obtain. I left Sir Henry
behind, therefore, not without some prickings of conscience, and
drove off upon my new quest.

When I reached Coombe Tracey I told Perkins to put up the
horses, and I made inquiries for the lady whom I had come to
interrogate. I had no difficulty in finding her rooms, which were
central and well appointed. A maid showed me in without ceremony,
and as I entered the sitting-room a lady, who was sitting before a
Remington typewriter, sprang up with a pleasant smile of welcome.
Her face fell, however, when she saw that I was a stranger, and she
sat down again and asked me the object of my visit.

The first impression left by Mrs. Lyons was one of extreme
beauty. Her eyes and hair were of the same rich hazel colour, and
her cheeks, though considerably freckled, were flushed with the
exquisite bloom of the brunette, the dainty pink which lurks at the
heart of the sulphur rose. Admiration was, I repeat, the first
impression. But the second was criticism. There was something
subtly wrong with the face, some coarseness of expression, some
hardness, perhaps, of eye, some looseness of lip which marred its
perfect beauty. But these, of course, are afterthoughts. At the
moment I was simply conscious that I was in the presence of a very
handsome woman, and that she was asking me the reasons for my
visit. I had not quite understood until that instant how delicate
my mission was.

"I have the pleasure," said I, "of knowing your father."

It was a clumsy introduction, and the lady made me feel it.
"There is nothing in common between my father and me," she said. "I
owe him nothing, and his friends are not mine. If it were not for
the late Sir Charles Baskerville and some other kind hearts I might
have starved for all that my father cared."

"It was about the late Sir Charles Baskerville that I have come
here to see you."

The freckles started out on the lady's face.

"What can I tell you about him?" she asked, and her fingers
played nervously over the stops of her typewriter.

"You knew him, did you not?"

"I have already said that I owe a great deal to his kindness. If
I am able to support myself it is largely due to the interest which
he took in my unhappy situation."

"Did you correspond with him?"

The lady looked quickly up with an angry gleam in her hazel
eyes.

"What is the object of these questions?" she asked sharply.

"The object is to avoid a public scandal. It is better that I
should ask them here than that the matter should pass outside our
control."

She was silent and her face was still very pale. At last she
looked up with something reckless and defiant in her manner.

"Well, I'll answer," she said. "What are your questions?"

"Did you correspond with Sir Charles?"

"I certainly wrote to him once or twice to acknowledge his
delicacy and his generosity."

"Have you the dates of those letters?"

"No."

"Have you ever met him?"

"Yes, once or twice, when he came into Coombe Tracey. He was a
very retiring man, and he preferred to do good by stealth."

"But if you saw him so seldom and wrote so seldom, how did he
know enough about your affairs to be able to help you, as you say
that he has done?"

She met my difficulty with the utmost readiness.

"There were several gentlemen who knew my sad history and united
to help me. One was Mr. Stapleton, a neighbour and intimate friend
of Sir Charles's. He was exceedingly kind, and it was through him
that Sir Charles learned about my affairs."

I knew already that Sir Charles Baskerville had made Stapleton
his almoner upon several occasions, so the lady's statement bore
the impress of truth upon it.

"Did you ever write to Sir Charles asking him to meet you?" I
continued.

Mrs. Lyons flushed with anger again. "Really, sir, this is a
very extraordinary question."

"I am sorry, madam, but I must repeat it."

"Then I answer, certainly not."

"Not on the very day of Sir Charles's death?"

The flush had faded in an instant, and a deathly face was before
me. Her dry lips could not speak the "No" which I saw rather than
heard.

"Surely your memory deceives you," said I. "I could even quote a
passage of your letter. It ran 'Please, please, as you are a
gentleman, burn this letter, and be at the gate by ten
o'clock.'"

I thought that she had fainted, but she recovered herself by a
supreme effort.

"Is there no such thing as a gentleman?" she gasped.

"You do Sir Charles an injustice. He did burn the letter. But
sometimes a letter may be legible even when burned. You acknowledge
now that you wrote it?"

"Yes, I did write it," she cried, pouring out her soul in a
torrent of words. "I did write it. Why should I deny it? I have no
reason to be ashamed of it. I wished him to help me. I believed
that if I had an interview I could gain his help, so I asked him to
meet me."

"But why at such an hour?"

"Because I had only just learned that he was going to London
next day and might be away for months. There were reasons why I
could not get there earlier."

"But why a rendezvous in the garden instead of a visit to the
house?"

"Do you think a woman could go alone at that hour to a
bachelor's house?"

"Well, what happened when you did get there?"

"I never went."

"Mrs. Lyons!"

"No, I swear it to you on all I hold sacred. I never went.
Something intervened to prevent my going."

"What was that?"

"That is a private matter. I cannot tell it."

"You acknowledge then that you made an appointment with Sir
Charles at the very hour and place at which he met his death, but
you deny that you kept the appointment."

"That is the truth."

Again and again I cross-questioned her, but I could never get
past that point.

"Mrs. Lyons," said I as I rose from this long and inconclusive
interview, "you are taking a very great responsibility and putting
yourself in a very false position by not making an absolutely clean
breast of all that you know. If I have to call in the aid of the
police you will find how seriously you are compromised. If your
position is innocent, why did you in the first instance deny having
written to Sir Charles upon that date?"

"Because I feared that some false conclusion might be drawn from
it and that I might find myself involved in a scandal."

"And why were you so pressing that Sir Charles should destroy
your letter?"

"If you have read the letter you will know."

"I did not say that I had read all the letter."

"You quoted some of it."

"I quoted the postscript. The letter had, as I said, been burned
and it was not all legible. I ask you once again why it was that
you were so pressing that Sir Charles should destroy this letter
which he received on the day of his death."

"The matter is a very private one."

"The more reason why you should avoid a public
investigation."

"I will tell you, then. If you have heard anything of my unhappy
history you will know that I made a rash marriage and had reason to
regret it."

"I have heard so much."

"My life has been one incessant persecution from a husband whom
I abhor. The law is upon his side, and every day I am faced by the
possibility that he may force me to live with him. At the time that
I wrote this letter to Sir Charles I had learned that there was a
prospect of my regaining my freedom if certain expenses could be
met. It meant everything to me—peace of mind, happiness,
self-respect—everything. I knew Sir Charles's generosity, and I
thought that if he heard the story from my own lips he would help
me."

"Then how is it that you did not go?"

"Because I received help in the interval from another
source."

"Why then, did you not write to Sir Charles and explain
this?"

"So I should have done had I not seen his death in the paper
next morning."

The woman's story hung coherently together, and all my questions
were unable to shake it. I could only check it by finding if she
had, indeed, instituted divorce proceedings against her husband at
or about the time of the tragedy.

It was unlikely that she would dare to say that she had not been
to Baskerville Hall if she really had been, for a trap would be
necessary to take her there, and could not have returned to Coombe
Tracey until the early hours of the morning. Such an excursion
could not be kept secret. The probability was, therefore, that she
was telling the truth, or, at least, a part of the truth. I came
away baffled and disheartened. Once again I had reached that dead
wall which seemed to be built across every path by which I tried to
get at the object of my mission. And yet the more I thought of the
lady's face and of her manner the more I felt that something was
being held back from me. Why should she turn so pale? Why should
she fight against every admission until it was forced from her? Why
should she have been so reticent at the time of the tragedy? Surely
the explanation of all this could not be as innocent as she would
have me believe. For the moment I could proceed no farther in that
direction, but must turn back to that other clue which was to be
sought for among the stone huts upon the moor.

And that was a most vague direction. I realized it as I drove
back and noted how hill after hill showed traces of the ancient
people. Barrymore's only indication had been that the stranger
lived in one of these abandoned huts, and many hundreds of them are
scattered throughout the length and breadth of the moor. But I had
my own experience for a guide since it had shown me the man himself
standing upon the summit of the Black Tor. That, then, should be
the centre of my search. From there I should explore every hut upon
the moor until I lighted upon the right one. If this man were
inside it I should find out from his own lips, at the point of my
revolver if necessary, who he was and why he had dogged us so long.
He might slip away from us in the crowd of Regent Street, but it
would puzzle him to do so upon the lonely moor. On the other hand,
if I should find the hut and its tenant should not be within it I
must remain there, however long the vigil, until he returned.
Holmes had missed him in London. It would indeed be a triumph for
me if I could run him to earth where my master had failed.

Luck had been against us again and again in this inquiry, but
now at last it came to my aid. And the messenger of good fortune
was none other than Mr. Frankland, who was standing, gray-whiskered
and red-faced, outside the gate of his garden, which opened on to
the highroad along which I travelled.

"Good-day, Dr. Watson," cried he with unwonted good humour, "you
must really give your horses a rest and come in to have a glass of
wine and to congratulate me."

My feelings towards him were very far from being friendly after
what I had heard of his treatment of his daughter, but I was
anxious to send Perkins and the wagonette home, and the opportunity
was a good one. I alighted and sent a message to Sir Henry that I
should walk over in time for dinner. Then I followed Frankland into
his dining-room.

"It is a great day for me, sir—one of the red-letter days of my
life," he cried with many chuckles. "I have brought off a double
event. I mean to teach them in these parts that law is law, and
that there is a man here who does not fear to invoke it. I have
established a right of way through the centre of old Middleton's
park, slap across it, sir, within a hundred yards of his own front
door. What do you think of that? We'll teach these magnates that
they cannot ride roughshod over the rights of the commoners,
confound them! And I've closed the wood where the Fernworthy folk
used to picnic. These infernal people seem to think that there are
no rights of property, and that they can swarm where they like with
their papers and their bottles. Both cases decided Dr. Watson, and
both in my favour. I haven't had such a day since I had Sir John
Morland for trespass because he shot in his own warren."

"How on earth did you do that?"

"Look it up in the books, sir. It will repay reading—Frankland
v. Morland, Court of Queen's Bench. It cost me 200 pounds, but I
got my verdict."

"Did it do you any good?"

"None, sir, none. I am proud to say that I had no interest in
the matter. I act entirely from a sense of public duty. I have no
doubt, for example, that the Fernworthy people will burn me in
effigy tonight. I told the police last time they did it that they
should stop these disgraceful exhibitions. The County Constabulary
is in a scandalous state, sir, and it has not afforded me the
protection to which I am entitled. The case of Frankland v. Regina
will bring the matter before the attention of the public. I told
them that they would have occasion to regret their treatment of me,
and already my words have come true."

"How so?" I asked.

The old man put on a very knowing expression. "Because I could
tell them what they are dying to know; but nothing would induce me
to help the rascals in any way."

I had been casting round for some excuse by which I could get
away from his gossip, but now I began to wish to hear more of it. I
had seen enough of the contrary nature of the old sinner to
understand that any strong sign of interest would be the surest way
to stop his confidences.

"Some poaching case, no doubt?" said I with an indifferent
manner.

"Ha, ha, my boy, a very much more important matter than that!
What about the convict on the moor?"

I stared. "You don't mean that you know where he is?" said
I.

"I may not know exactly where he is, but I am quite sure that I
could help the police to lay their hands on him. Has it never
struck you that the way to catch that man was to find out where he
got his food and so trace it to him?"

He certainly seemed to be getting uncomfortably near the truth.
"No doubt," said I; "but how do you know that he is anywhere upon
the moor?"

"I know it because I have seen with my own eyes the messenger
who takes him his food."

My heart sank for Barrymore. It was a serious thing to be in the
power of this spiteful old busybody. But his next remark took a
weight from my mind.

"You'll be surprised to hear that his food is taken to him by a
child. I see him every day through my telescope upon the roof. He
passes along the same path at the same hour, and to whom should he
be going except to the convict?"

Here was luck indeed! And yet I suppressed all appearance of
interest. A child! Barrymore had said that our unknown was supplied
by a boy. It was on his track, and not upon the convict's, that
Frankland had stumbled. If I could get his knowledge it might save
me a long and weary hunt. But incredulity and indifference were
evidently my strongest cards.

"I should say that it was much more likely that it was the son
of one of the moorland shepherds taking out his father's
dinner."

The least appearance of opposition struck fire out of the old
autocrat. His eyes looked malignantly at me, and his gray whiskers
bristled like those of an angry cat.

"Indeed, sir!" said he, pointing out over the wide-stretching
moor. "Do you see that Black Tor over yonder? Well, do you see the
low hill beyond with the thornbush upon it? It is the stoniest part
of the whole moor. Is that a place where a shepherd would be likely
to take his station? Your suggestion, sir, is a most absurd
one."

I meekly answered that I had spoken without knowing all the
facts. My submission pleased him and led him to further
confidences.

"You may be sure, sir, that I have very good grounds before I
come to an opinion. I have seen the boy again and again with his
bundle. Every day, and sometimes twice a day, I have been able—but
wait a moment, Dr. Watson. Do my eyes deceive me, or is there at
the present moment something moving upon that hillside?"

It was several miles off, but I could distinctly see a small
dark dot against the dull green and gray.

"Come, sir, come!" cried Frankland, rushing upstairs. "You will
see with your own eyes and judge for yourself."

The telescope, a formidable instrument mounted upon a tripod,
stood upon the flat leads of the house. Frankland clapped his eye
to it and gave a cry of satisfaction.

"Quick, Dr. Watson, quick, before he passes over the hill!"

There he was, sure enough, a small urchin with a little bundle
upon his shoulder, toiling slowly up the hill. When he reached the
crest I saw the ragged uncouth figure outlined for an instant
against the cold blue sky. He looked round him with a furtive and
stealthy air, as one who dreads pursuit. Then he vanished over the
hill.

"Well! Am I right?"

"Certainly, there is a boy who seems to have some secret
errand."

"And what the errand is even a county constable could guess. But
not one word shall they have from me, and I bind you to secrecy
also, Dr. Watson. Not a word! You understand!"

"Just as you wish."

"They have treated me shamefully—shamefully. When the facts come
out in Frankland v. Regina I venture to think that a thrill of
indignation will run through the country. Nothing would induce me
to help the police in any way. For all they cared it might have
been me, instead of my effigy, which these rascals burned at the
stake. Surely you are not going! You will help me to empty the
decanter in honour of this great occasion!"

But I resisted all his solicitations and succeeded in dissuading
him from his announced intention of walking home with me. I kept
the road as long as his eye was on me, and then I struck off across
the moor and made for the stony hill over which the boy had
disappeared. Everything was working in my favour, and I swore that
it should not be through lack of energy or perseverance that I
should miss the chance which fortune had thrown in my way.

The sun was already sinking when I reached the summit of the
hill, and the long slopes beneath me were all golden-green on one
side and gray shadow on the other. A haze lay low upon the farthest
sky-line, out of which jutted the fantastic shapes of Belliver and
Vixen Tor. Over the wide expanse there was no sound and no
movement. One great gray bird, a gull or curlew, soared aloft in
the blue heaven. He and I seemed to be the only living things
between the huge arch of the sky and the desert beneath it. The
barren scene, the sense of loneliness, and the mystery and urgency
of my task all struck a chill into my heart. The boy was nowhere to
be seen. But down beneath me in a cleft of the hills there was a
circle of the old stone huts, and in the middle of them there was
one which retained sufficient roof to act as a screen against the
weather. My heart leaped within me as I saw it. This must be the
burrow where the stranger lurked. At last my foot was on the
threshold of his hiding place—his secret was within my grasp.

As I approached the hut, walking as warily as Stapleton would do
when with poised net he drew near the settled butterfly, I
satisfied myself that the place had indeed been used as a
habitation. A vague pathway among the boulders led to the
dilapidated opening which served as a door. All was silent within.
The unknown might be lurking there, or he might be prowling on the
moor. My nerves tingled with the sense of adventure. Throwing aside
my cigarette, I closed my hand upon the butt of my revolver and,
walking swiftly up to the door, I looked in. The place was
empty.

But there were ample signs that I had not come upon a false
scent. This was certainly where the man lived. Some blankets rolled
in a waterproof lay upon that very stone slab upon which neolithic
man had once slumbered. The ashes of a fire were heaped in a rude
grate. Beside it lay some cooking utensils and a bucket half-full
of water. A litter of empty tins showed that the place had been
occupied for some time, and I saw, as my eyes became accustomed to
the checkered light, a pannikin and a half-full bottle of spirits
standing in the corner. In the middle of the hut a flat stone
served the purpose of a table, and upon this stood a small cloth
bundle—the same, no doubt, which I had seen through the telescope
upon the shoulder of the boy. It contained a loaf of bread, a
tinned tongue, and two tins of preserved peaches. As I set it down
again, after having examined it, my heart leaped to see that
beneath it there lay a sheet of paper with writing upon it. I
raised it, and this was what I read, roughly scrawled in pencil:
"Dr. Watson has gone to Coombe Tracey."

For a minute I stood there with the paper in my hands thinking
out the meaning of this curt message. It was I, then, and not Sir
Henry, who was being dogged by this secret man. He had not followed
me himself, but he had set an agent—the boy, perhaps— upon my
track, and this was his report. Possibly I had taken no step since
I had been upon the moor which had not been observed and reported.
Always there was this feeling of an unseen force, a fine net drawn
round us with infinite skill and delicacy, holding us so lightly
that it was only at some supreme moment that one realized that one
was indeed entangled in its meshes.

If there was one report there might be others, so I looked round
the hut in search of them. There was no trace, however, of anything
of the kind, nor could I discover any sign which might indicate the
character or intentions of the man who lived in this singular
place, save that he must be of Spartan habits and cared little for
the comforts of life. When I thought of the heavy rains and looked
at the gaping roof I understood how strong and immutable must be
the purpose which had kept him in that inhospitable abode. Was he
our malignant enemy, or was he by chance our guardian angel? I
swore that I would not leave the hut until I knew.

Outside the sun was sinking low and the west was blazing with
scarlet and gold. Its reflection was shot back in ruddy patches by
the distant pools which lay amid the great Grimpen Mire. There were
the two towers of Baskerville Hall, and there a distant blur of
smoke which marked the village of Grimpen. Between the two, behind
the hill, was the house of the Stapletons. All was sweet and mellow
and peaceful in the golden evening light, and yet as I looked at
them my soul shared none of the peace of Nature but quivered at the
vagueness and the terror of that interview which every instant was
bringing nearer. With tingling nerves but a fixed purpose, I sat in
the dark recess of the hut and waited with sombre patience for the
coming of its tenant.

And then at last I heard him. Far away came the sharp clink of a
boot striking upon a stone. Then another and yet another, coming
nearer and nearer. I shrank back into the darkest corner and cocked
the pistol in my pocket, determined not to discover myself until I
had an opportunity of seeing something of the stranger. There was a
long pause which showed that he had stopped. Then once more the
footsteps approached and a shadow fell across the opening of the
hut.

"It is a lovely evening, my dear Watson," said a well-known
voice. "I really think that you will be more comfortable outside
than in."











Chapter 12
Death on the Moor


For a moment or two I sat breathless, hardly able to believe my
ears. Then my senses and my voice came back to me, while a crushing
weight of responsibility seemed in an instant to be lifted from my
soul. That cold, incisive, ironical voice could belong to but one
man in all the world.

"Holmes!" I cried—"Holmes!"

"Come out," said he, "and please be careful with the
revolver."

I stooped under the rude lintel, and there he sat upon a stone
outside, his gray eyes dancing with amusement as they fell upon my
astonished features. He was thin and worn, but clear and alert, his
keen face bronzed by the sun and roughened by the wind. In his
tweed suit and cloth cap he looked like any other tourist upon the
moor, and he had contrived, with that catlike love of personal
cleanliness which was one of his characteristics, that his chin
should be as smooth and his linen as perfect as if he were in Baker
Street.

"I never was more glad to see anyone in my life," said I as I
wrung him by the hand.

"Or more astonished, eh?"

"Well, I must confess to it."

"The surprise was not all on one side, I assure you. I had no
idea that you had found my occasional retreat, still less that you
were inside it, until I was within twenty paces of the door."

"My footprint, I presume?"

"No, Watson, I fear that I could not undertake to recognize your
footprint amid all the footprints of the world. If you seriously
desire to deceive me you must change your tobacconist; for when I
see the stub of a cigarette marked Bradley, Oxford Street, I know
that my friend Watson is in the neighbourhood. You will see it
there beside the path. You threw it down, no doubt, at that supreme
moment when you charged into the empty hut."

"Exactly."

"I thought as much—and knowing your admirable tenacity I was
convinced that you were sitting in ambush, a weapon within reach,
waiting for the tenant to return. So you actually thought that I
was the criminal?"

"I did not know who you were, but I was determined to find
out."

"Excellent, Watson! And how did you localize me? You saw me,
perhaps, on the night of the convict hunt, when I was so imprudent
as to allow the moon to rise behind me?"

"Yes, I saw you then." "And have no doubt searched all the huts
until you came to this one?"

"No, your boy had been observed, and that gave me a guide where
to look."

"The old gentleman with the telescope, no doubt. I could not
make it out when first I saw the light flashing upon the lens." He
rose and peeped into the hut. "Ha, I see that Cartwright has
brought up some supplies. What's this paper? So you have been to
Coombe Tracey, have you?"

"Yes."

"To see Mrs. Laura Lyons?"

"Exactly."

"Well done! Our researches have evidently been running on
parallel lines, and when we unite our results I expect we shall
have a fairly full knowledge of the case."

"Well, I am glad from my heart that you are here, for indeed the
responsibility and the mystery were both becoming too much for my
nerves. But how in the name of wonder did you come here, and what
have you been doing? I thought that you were in Baker Street
working out that case of blackmailing."

"That was what I wished you to think."

"Then you use me, and yet do not trust me!" I cried with some
bitterness. "I think that I have deserved better at your hands,
Holmes."

"My dear fellow, you have been invaluable to me in this as in
many other cases, and I beg that you will forgive me if I have
seemed to play a trick upon you. In truth, it was partly for your
own sake that I did it, and it was my appreciation of the danger
which you ran which led me to come down and examine the matter for
myself. Had I been with Sir Henry and you it is confident that my
point of view would have been the same as yours, and my presence
would have warned our very formidable opponents to be on their
guard. As it is, I have been able to get about as I could not
possibly have done had I been living in the Hall, and I remain an
unknown factor in the business, ready to throw in all my weight at
a critical moment."

"But why keep me in the dark?"

"For you to know could not have helped us and might possibly
have led to my discovery. You would have wished to tell me
something, or in your kindness you would have brought me out some
comfort or other, and so an unnecessary risk would be run. I
brought Cartwright down with me—you remember the little chap at the
express office—and he has seen after my simple wants: a loaf of
bread and a clean collar. What does man want more? He has given me
an extra pair of eyes upon a very active pair of feet, and both
have been invaluable."

"Then my reports have all been wasted!" —My voice trembled as I
recalled the pains and the pride with which I had composed
them.

Holmes took a bundle of papers from his pocket.

"Here are your reports, my dear fellow, and very well thumbed, I
assure you. I made excellent arrangements, and they are only
delayed one day upon their way. I must compliment you exceedingly
upon the zeal and the intelligence which you have shown over an
extraordinarily difficult case."

I was still rather raw over the deception which had been
practised upon me, but the warmth of Holmes's praise drove my anger
from my mind. I felt also in my heart that he was right in what he
said and that it was really best for our purpose that I should not
have known that he was upon the moor.

"That's better," said he, seeing the shadow rise from my face.
"And now tell me the result of your visit to Mrs. Laura Lyons— it
was not difficult for me to guess that it was to see her that you
had gone, for I am already aware that she is the one person in
Coombe Tracey who might be of service to us in the matter. In fact,
if you had not gone today it is exceedingly probable that I should
have gone tomorrow."

The sun had set and dusk was settling over the moor. The air had
turned chill and we withdrew into the hut for warmth. There sitting
together in the twilight, I told Holmes of my conversation with the
lady. So interested was he that I had to repeat some of it twice
before he was satisfied.

"This is most important," said he when I had concluded. "It
fills up a gap which I had been unable to bridge in this most
complex affair. You are aware, perhaps, that a close intimacy
exists between this lady and the man Stapleton?"

"I did not know of a close intimacy."

"There can be no doubt about the matter. They meet, they write,
there is a complete understanding between them. Now, this puts a
very powerful weapon into our hands. If I could only use it to
detach his wife "

"His wife?"

"I am giving you some information now, in return for all that
you have given me. The lady who has passed here as Miss Stapleton
is in reality his wife."

"Good heavens, Holmes! Are you sure of what you say? How could
he have permitted Sir Henry to fall in love with her?"

"Sir Henry's falling in love could do no harm to anyone except
Sir Henry. He took particular care that Sir Henry did not make love
to her, as you have yourself observed. I repeat that the lady is
his wife and not his sister."

"But why this elaborate deception?"

"Because he foresaw that she would be very much more useful to
him in the character of a free woman."

All my unspoken instincts, my vague suspicions, suddenly took
shape and centred upon the naturalist. In that impassive colourless
man, with his straw hat and his butterfly-net, I seemed to see
something terrible—a creature of infinite patience and craft, with
a smiling face and a murderous heart.

"It is he, then, who is our enemy—it is he who dogged us in
London?"

"So I read the riddle."

"And the warning—it must have come from her!"

"Exactly."

The shape of some monstrous villainy, half seen, half guessed,
loomed through the darkness which had girt me so long.

"But are you sure of this, Holmes? How do you know that the
woman is his wife?"

"Because he so far forgot himself as to tell you a true piece of
autobiography upon the occasion when he first met you, and I dare
say he has many a time regretted it since. He was once a
schoolmaster in the north of England. Now, there is no one more
easy to trace than a schoolmaster. There are scholastic agencies by
which one may identify any man who has been in the profession. A
little investigation showed me that a school had come to grief
under atrocious circumstances, and that the man who had owned
it—the name was different—had disappeared with his wife. The
descriptions agreed. When I learned that the missing man was
devoted to entomology the identification was complete."

The darkness was rising, but much was still hidden by the
shadows.

"If this woman is in truth his wife, where does Mrs. Laura Lyons
come in?" I asked.

"That is one of the points upon which your own researches have
shed a light. Your interview with the lady has cleared the
situation very much. I did not know about a projected divorce
between herself and her husband. In that case, regarding Stapleton
as an unmarried man, she counted no doubt upon becoming his
wife."

"And when she is undeceived?"

"Why, then we may find the lady of service. It must be our first
duty to see her—both of us—tomorrow. Don't you think, Watson, that
you are away from your charge rather long? Your place should be at
Baskerville Hall."

The last red streaks had faded away in the west and night had
settled upon the moor. A few faint stars were gleaming in a violet
sky.

"One last question, Holmes," I said as I rose. "Surely there is
no need of secrecy between you and me. What is the meaning of it
all? What is he after?"

Holmes's voice sank as he answered:

"It is murder, Watson—refined, cold-blooded, deliberate murder.
Do not ask me for particulars. My nets are closing upon him, even
as his are upon Sir Henry, and with your help he is already almost
at my mercy. There is but one danger which can threaten us. It is
that he should strike before we are ready to do so. Another day—two
at the most—and I have my case complete, but until then guard your
charge as closely as ever a fond mother watched her ailing child.
Your mission today has justified itself, and yet I could almost
wish that you had not left his side. Hark!"

A terrible scream—a prolonged yell of horror and anguish burst
out of the silence of the moor. That frightful cry turned the blood
to ice in my veins.

"Oh, my God!" I gasped. "What is it? What does it mean?"

Holmes had sprung to his feet, and I saw his dark, athletic
outline at the door of the hut, his shoulders stooping, his head
thrust forward, his face peering into the darkness.

"Hush!" he whispered. "Hush!"

The cry had been loud on account of its vehemence, but it had
pealed out from somewhere far off on the shadowy plain. Now it
burst upon our ears, nearer, louder, more urgent than before.

"Where is it?" Holmes whispered; and I knew from the thrill of
his voice that he, the man of iron, was shaken to the soul. "Where
is it, Watson?"

"There, I think." I pointed into the darkness.

"No, there!"

Again the agonized cry swept through the silent night, louder
and much nearer than ever. And a new sound mingled with it, a deep,
muttered rumble, musical and yet menacing, rising and falling like
the low, constant murmur of the sea.

"The hound!" cried Holmes. "Come, Watson, come! Great heavens,
if we are too late!"

He had started running swiftly over the moor, and I had followed
at his heels. But now from somewhere among the broken ground
immediately in front of us there came one last despairing yell, and
then a dull, heavy thud. We halted and listened. Not another sound
broke the heavy silence of the windless night.

I saw Holmes put his hand to his forehead like a man distracted.
He stamped his feet upon the ground.

"He has beaten us, Watson. We are too late."

"No, no, surely not!"

"Fool that I was to hold my hand. And you, Watson, see what
comes of abandoning your charge! But, by Heaven, if the worst has
happened we'll avenge him!"

Blindly we ran through the gloom, blundering against boulders,
forcing our way through gorse bushes, panting up hills and rushing
down slopes, heading always in the direction whence those dreadful
sounds had come. At every rise Holmes looked eagerly round him, but
the shadows were thick upon the moor, and nothing moved upon its
dreary face.

"Can you see anything?"

"Nothing."

"But, hark, what is that?"

A low moan had fallen upon our ears. There it was again upon our
left! On that side a ridge of rocks ended in a sheer cliff which
overlooked a stone-strewn slope. On its jagged face was
spread-eagled some dark, irregular object. As we ran towards it the
vague outline hardened into a definite shape. It was a prostrate
man face downward upon the ground, the head doubled under him at a
horrible angle, the shoulders rounded and the body hunched together
as if in the act of throwing a somersault. So grotesque was the
attitude that I could not for the instant realize that that moan
had been the passing of his soul. Not a whisper, not a rustle, rose
now from the dark figure over which we stooped. Holmes laid his
hand upon him and held it up again with an exclamation of horror.
The gleam of the match which he struck shone upon his clotted
fingers and upon the ghastly pool which widened slowly from the
crushed skull of the victim. And it shone upon something else which
turned our hearts sick and faint within us—the body of Sir Henry
Baskerville!

There was no chance of either of us forgetting that peculiar
ruddy tweed suit—the very one which he had worn on the first
morning that we had seen him in Baker Street. We caught the one
clear glimpse of it, and then the match flickered and went out,
even as the hope had gone out of our souls. Holmes groaned, and his
face glimmered white through the darkness.

"The brute! The brute!" I cried with clenched hands. "Oh Holmes,
I shall never forgive myself for having left him to his fate."

"I am more to blame than you, Watson. In order to have my case
well rounded and complete, I have thrown away the life of my
client. It is the greatest blow which has befallen me in my career.
But how could I know—how could l know—that he would risk his life
alone upon the moor in the face of all my warnings?"

"That we should have heard his screams—my God, those
screams!—and yet have been unable to save him! Where is this brute
of a hound which drove him to his death? It may be lurking among
these rocks at this instant. And Stapleton, where is he? He shall
answer for this deed."

"He shall. I will see to that. Uncle and nephew have been
murdered—the one frightened to death by the very sight of a beast
which he thought to be supernatural, the other driven to his end in
his wild flight to escape from it. But now we have to prove the
connection between the man and the beast. Save from what we heard,
we cannot even swear to the existence of the latter, since Sir
Henry has evidently died from the fall. But, by heavens, cunning as
he is, the fellow shall be in my power before another day is
past!"

We stood with bitter hearts on either side of the mangled body,
overwhelmed by this sudden and irrevocable disaster which had
brought all our long and weary labours to so piteous an end. Then
as the moon rose we climbed to the top of the rocks over which our
poor friend had fallen, and from the summit we gazed out over the
shadowy moor, half silver and half gloom. Far away, miles off, in
the direction of Grimpen, a single steady yellow light was shining.
It could only come from the lonely abode of the Stapletons. With a
bitter curse I shook my fist at it as I gazed.

"Why should we not seize him at once?"

"Our case is not complete. The fellow is wary and cunning to the
last degree. It is not what we know, but what we can prove. If we
make one false move the villain may escape us yet."

"What can we do?"

"There will be plenty for us to do tomorrow. Tonight we can only
perform the last offices to our poor friend."

Together we made our way down the precipitous slope and
approached the body, black and clear against the silvered stones.
The agony of those contorted limbs struck me with a spasm of pain
and blurred my eyes with tears.

"We must send for help, Holmes! We cannot carry him all the way
to the Hall. Good heavens, are you mad?"

He had uttered a cry and bent over the body. Now he was dancing
and laughing and wringing my hand. Could this be my stern, self-
contained friend? These were hidden fires, indeed!

"A beard! A beard! The man has a beard!"

"A beard?"

"It is not the baronet—it is—why, it is my neighbour, the
convict!"

With feverish haste we had turned the body over, and that
dripping beard was pointing up to the cold, clear moon. There could
be no doubt about the beetling forehead, the sunken animal eyes. It
was indeed the same face which had glared upon me in the light of
the candle from over the rock—the face of Selden, the criminal.

Then in an instant it was all clear to me. I remembered how the
baronet had told me that he had handed his old wardrobe to
Barrymore. Barrymore had passed it on in order to help Selden in
his escape. Boots, shirt, cap—it was all Sir Henry's. The tragedy
was still black enough, but this man had at least deserved death by
the laws of his country. I told Holmes how the matter stood, my
heart bubbling over with thankfulness and joy.

"Then the clothes have been the poor devil's death," said he.
"It is clear enough that the hound has been laid on from some
article of Sir Henry's—the boot which was abstracted in the hotel,
in all probability—and so ran this man down. There is one very
singular thing, however: How came Selden, in the darkness, to know
that the hound was on his trail?"

"He heard him."

"To hear a hound upon the moor would not work a hard man like
this convict into such a paroxysm of terror that he would risk
recapture by screaming wildly for help. By his cries he must have
run a long way after he knew the animal was on his track. How did
he know?"

"A greater mystery to me is why this hound, presuming that all
our conjectures are correct—"

"I presume nothing."

"Well, then, why this hound should be loose tonight. I suppose
that it does not always run loose upon the moor. Stapleton would
not let it go unless he had reason to think that Sir Henry would be
there."

"My difficulty is the more formidable of the two, for I think
that we shall very shortly get an explanation of yours, while mine
may remain forever a mystery. The question now is, what shall we do
with this poor wretch's body? We cannot leave it here to the foxes
and the ravens."

"I suggest that we put it in one of the huts until we can
communicate with the police."

"Exactly. I have no doubt that you and I could carry it so far.
Halloa, Watson, what's this? It's the man himself, by all that's
wonderful and audacious! Not a word to show your suspicions—not a
word, or my plans crumble to the ground."

A figure was approaching us over the moor, and I saw the dull
red glow of a cigar. The moon shone upon him, and I could
distinguish the dapper shape and jaunty walk of the naturalist. He
stopped when he saw us, and then came on again.

"Why, Dr. Watson, that's not you, is it? You are the last man
that I should have expected to see out on the moor at this time of
night. But, dear me, what's this? Somebody hurt? Not—don't tell me
that it is our friend Sir Henry!" He hurried past me and stooped
over the dead man. I heard a sharp intake of his breath and the
cigar fell from his fingers.

"Who—who's this?" he stammered.

"It is Selden, the man who escaped from Princetown."

Stapleton turned a ghastly face upon us, but by a supreme effort
he had overcome his amazement and his disappointment. He looked
sharply from Holmes to me. "Dear me! What a very shocking affair!
How did he die?"

"He appears to have broken his neck by falling over these rocks.
My friend and I were strolling on the moor when we heard a
cry."

"I heard a cry also. That was what brought me out. I was uneasy
about Sir Henry."

"Why about Sir Henry in particular?" I could not help
asking.

"Because I had suggested that he should come over. When he did
not come I was surprised, and I naturally became alarmed for his
safety when I heard cries upon the moor. By the way"—his eyes
darted again from my face to Holmes's—"did you hear anything else
besides a cry?"

"No," said Holmes; "did you?"

"No."

"What do you mean, then?"

"Oh, you know the stories that the peasants tell about a phantom
hound, and so on. It is said to be heard at night upon the moor. I
was wondering if there were any evidence of such a sound
tonight."

"We heard nothing of the kind," said I.

"And what is your theory of this poor fellow's death?"

"I have no doubt that anxiety and exposure have driven him off
his head. He has rushed about the moor in a crazy state and
eventually fallen over here and broken his neck."

"That seems the most reasonable theory," said Stapleton, and he
gave a sigh which I took to indicate his relief. "What do you think
about it, Mr. Sherlock Holmes?"

My friend bowed his compliments. "You are quick at
identification," said he.

"We have been expecting you in these parts since Dr. Watson came
down. You are in time to see a tragedy."

"Yes, indeed. I have no doubt that my friend's explanation will
cover the facts. I will take an unpleasant remembrance back to
London with me tomorrow."

"Oh, you return tomorrow?"

"That is my intention."

"I hope your visit has cast some light upon those occurrences
which have puzzled us?"

Holmes shrugged his shoulders.

"One cannot always have the success for which one hopes. An
investigator needs facts and not legends or rumours. It has not
been a satisfactory case."

My friend spoke in his frankest and most unconcerned manner.
Stapleton still looked hard at him. Then he turned to me.

"I would suggest carrying this poor fellow to my house, but it
would give my sister such a fright that I do not feel justified in
doing it. I think that if we put something over his face he will be
safe until morning."

And so it was arranged. Resisting Stapleton's offer of
hospitality, Holmes and I set off to Baskerville Hall, leaving the
naturalist to return alone. Looking back we saw the figure moving
slowly away over the broad moor, and behind him that one black
smudge on the silvered slope which showed where the man was lying
who had come so horribly to his end.











Chapter 13
Fixing the Nets


"We're at close grips at last," said Holmes as we walked
together across the moor. "What a nerve the fellow has! How he
pulled himself together in the face of what must have been a
paralyzing shock when he found that the wrong man had fallen a
victim to his plot. I told you in London, Watson, and I tell you
now again, that we have never had a foeman more worthy of our
steel."

"I am sorry that he has seen you."

"And so was I at first. But there was no getting out of it."

"What effect do you think it will have upon his plans now that
he knows you are here?"

"It may cause him to be more cautious, or it may drive him to
desperate measures at once. Like most clever criminals, he may be
too confident in his own cleverness and imagine that he has
completely deceived us."

"Why should we not arrest him at once?"

"My dear Watson, you were born to be a man of action. Your
instinct is always to do something energetic. But supposing, for
argument's sake, that we had him arrested tonight, what on earth
the better off should we be for that? We could prove nothing
against him. There's the devilish cunning of it! If he were acting
through a human agent we could get some evidence, but if we were to
drag this great dog to the light of day it would not help us in
putting a rope round the neck of its master."

"Surely we have a case."

"Not a shadow of one—only surmise and conjecture. We should be
laughed out of court if we came with such a story and such
evidence."

"There is Sir Charles's death."

"Found dead without a mark upon him. You and I know that he died
of sheer fright, and we know also what frightened him but how are
we to get twelve stolid jurymen to know it? What signs are there of
a hound? Where are the marks of its fangs? Of course we know that a
hound does not bite a dead body and that Sir Charles was dead
before ever the brute overtook him. But we have to prove all this,
and we are not in a position to do it."

"Well, then, tonight?"

"We are not much better off tonight. Again, there was no direct
connection between the hound and the man's death. We never saw the
hound. We heard it, but we could not prove that it was running upon
this man's trail. There is a complete absence of motive. No, my
dear fellow; we must reconcile ourselves to the fact that we have
no case at present, and that it is worth our while to run any risk
in order to establish one."

"And how do you propose to do so?"

"I have great hopes of what Mrs. Laura Lyons may do for us when
the position of affairs is made clear to her. And I have my own
plan as well. Sufficient for tomorrow is the evil thereof; but I
hope before the day is past to have the upper hand at last."

I could draw nothing further from him, and he walked, lost in
thought, as far as the Baskerville gates.

"Are you coming up?"

"Yes; I see no reason for further concealment. But one last
word, Watson. Say nothing of the hound to Sir Henry. Let him think
that Selden's death was as Stapleton would have us believe. He will
have a better nerve for the ordeal which he will have to undergo
tomorrow, when he is engaged, if I remember your report aright, to
dine with these people."

"And so am I."

"Then you must excuse yourself and he must go alone. That will
be easily arranged. And now, if we are too late for dinner, I think
that we are both ready for our suppers."

Sir Henry was more pleased than surprised to see Sherlock
Holmes, for he had for some days been expecting that recent events
would bring him down from London. He did raise his eyebrows,
however, when he found that my friend had neither any luggage nor
any explanations for its absence. Between us we soon supplied his
wants, and then over a belated supper we explained to the baronet
as much of our experience as it seemed desirable that he should
know. But first I had the unpleasant duty of breaking the news to
Barrymore and his wife. To him it may have been an unmitigated
relief, but she wept bitterly in her apron. To all the world he was
the man of violence, half animal and half demon; but to her he
always remained the little wilful boy of her own girlhood, the
child who had clung to her hand. Evil indeed is the man who has not
one woman to mourn him.

"I've been moping in the house all day since Watson went off in
the morning," said the baronet. "I guess I should have some credit,
for I have kept my promise. If I hadn't sworn not to go about alone
I might have had a more lively evening, for I had a message from
Stapleton asking me over there."

"I have no doubt that you would have had a more lively evening,"
said Holmes drily. "By the way, I don't suppose you appreciate that
we have been mourning over you as having broken your neck?"

Sir Henry opened his eyes. "How was that?"

"This poor wretch was dressed in your clothes. I fear your
servant who gave them to him may get into trouble with the
police."

"That is unlikely. There was no mark on any of them, as far as I
know."

"That's lucky for him—in fact, it's lucky for all of you, since
you are all on the wrong side of the law in this matter. I am not
sure that as a conscientious detective my first duty is not to
arrest the whole household. Watson's reports are most incriminating
documents."

"But how about the case?" asked the baronet. "Have you made
anything out of the tangle? I don't know that Watson and I are much
the wiser since we came down."

"I think that I shall be in a position to make the situation
rather more clear to you before long. It has been an exceedingly
difficult and most complicated business. There are several points
upon which we still want light—but it is coming all the same."

"We've had one experience, as Watson has no doubt told you. We
heard the hound on the moor, so I can swear that it is not all
empty superstition. I had something to do with dogs when I was out
West, and I know one when I hear one. If you can muzzle that one
and put him on a chain I'll be ready to swear you are the greatest
detective of all time."

"I think I will muzzle him and chain him all right if you will
give me your help."

"Whatever you tell me to do I will do."

"Very good; and I will ask you also to do it blindly, without
always asking the reason."

"Just as you like."

"If you will do this I think the chances are that our little
problem will soon be solved. I have no doubt "

He stopped suddenly and stared fixedly up over my head into the
air. The lamp beat upon his face, and so intent was it and so still
that it might have been that of a clear-cut classical statue, a
personification of alertness and expectation.

"What is it?" we both cried.

I could see as he looked down that he was repressing some
internal emotion. His features were still composed, but his eyes
shone with amused exultation.

"Excuse the admiration of a connoisseur," said he as he waved
his hand towards the line of portraits which covered the opposite
wall. "Watson won't allow that I know anything of art but that is
mere jealousy because our views upon the subject differ. Now, these
are a really very fine series of portraits."

"Well, I'm glad to hear you say so," said Sir Henry, glancing
with some surprise at my friend. "I don't pretend to know much
about these things, and I'd be a better judge of a horse or a steer
than of a picture. I didn't know that you found time for such
things."

"I know what is good when I see it, and I see it now. That's a
Kneller, I'll swear, that lady in the blue silk over yonder, and
the stout gentleman with the wig ought to be a Reynolds. They are
all family portraits, I presume?"

"Every one."

"Do you know the names?"

"Barrymore has been coaching me in them, and I think I can say
my lessons fairly well."

"Who is the gentleman with the telescope?"

"That is Rear-Admiral Baskerville, who served under Rodney in
the West Indies. The man with the blue coat and the roll of paper
is Sir William Baskerville, who was Chairman of Committees of the
House of Commons under Pitt."

"And this Cavalier opposite to me—the one with the black velvet
and the lace?"

"Ah, you have a right to know about him. That is the cause of
all the mischief, the wicked Hugo, who started the Hound of the
Baskervilles. We're not likely to forget him."

I gazed with interest and some surprise upon the portrait.

"Dear me!" said Holmes, "he seems a quiet, meek-mannered man
enough, but I dare say that there was a lurking devil in his eyes.
I had pictured him as a more robust and ruffianly person."

"There's no doubt about the authenticity, for the name and the
date, 1647, are on the back of the canvas."

Holmes said little more, but the picture of the old roysterer
seemed to have a fascination for him, and his eyes were continually
fixed upon it during supper. It was not until later, when Sir Henry
had gone to his room, that I was able to follow the trend of his
thoughts. He led me back into the banqueting-hall, his bedroom
candle in his hand, and he held it up against the time- stained
portrait on the wall.

"Do you see anything there?"

I looked at the broad plumed hat, the curling love-locks, the
white lace collar, and the straight, severe face which was framed
between them. It was not a brutal countenance, but it was prim
hard, and stern, with a firm-set, thin-lipped mouth, and a coldly
intolerant eye.

"Is it like anyone you know?"

"There is something of Sir Henry about the jaw."

"Just a suggestion, perhaps. But wait an instant!" He stood upon
a chair, and, holding up the light in his left hand, he curved his
right arm over the broad hat and round the long ringlets.

"Good heavens!" I cried in amazement.

The face of Stapleton had sprung out of the canvas.

"Ha, you see it now. My eyes have been trained to examine faces
and not their trimmings. It is the first quality of a criminal
investigator that he should see through a disguise."

"But this is marvellous. It might be his portrait."

"Yes, it is an interesting instance of a throwback, which
appears to be both physical and spiritual. A study of family
portraits is enough to convert a man to the doctrine of
reincarnation. The fellow is a Baskerville—that is evident."

"With designs upon the succession."

"Exactly. This chance of the picture has supplied us with one of
our most obvious missing links. We have him, Watson, we have him,
and I dare swear that before tomorrow night he will be fluttering
in our net as helpless as one of his own butterflies. A pin, a
cork, and a card, and we add him to the Baker Street collection!"
He burst into one of his rare fits of laughter as he turned away
from the picture. I have not heard him laugh often, and it has
always boded ill to somebody.

I was up betimes in the morning, but Holmes was afoot earlier
still, for I saw him as I dressed, coming up the drive.

"Yes, we should have a full day today," he remarked, and he
rubbed his hands with the joy of action. "The nets are all in
place, and the drag is about to begin. We'll know before the day is
out whether we have caught our big, leanjawed pike, or whether he
has got through the meshes."

"Have you been on the moor already?"

"I have sent a report from Grimpen to Princetown as to the death
of Selden. I think I can promise that none of you will be troubled
in the matter. And I have also communicated with my faithful
Cartwright, who would certainly have pined away at the door of my
hut, as a dog does at his master's grave, if I had not set his mind
at rest about my safety."

"What is the next move?"

"To see Sir Henry. Ah, here he is!"

"Good-morning, Holmes," said the baronet. "You look like a
general who is planning a battle with his chief of the staff."

"That is the exact situation. Watson was asking for orders."

"And so do I."

"Very good. You are engaged, as I understand, to dine with our
friends the Stapletons tonight."

"I hope that you will come also. They are very hospitable
people, and I am sure that they would be very glad to see you."

"I fear that Watson and I must go to London."

"To London?"

"Yes, I think that we should be more useful there at the present
juncture."

The baronet's face perceptibly lengthened.

"I hoped that you were going to see me through this business.
The Hall and the moor are not very pleasant places when one is
alone."

"My dear fellow, you must trust me implicitly and do exactly
what I tell you. You can tell your friends that we should have been
happy to have come with you, but that urgent business required us
to be in town. We hope very soon to return to Devonshire. Will you
remember to give them that message?"

"If you insist upon it."

"There is no alternative, I assure you."

I saw by the baronet's clouded brow that he was deeply hurt by
what he regarded as our desertion.

"When do you desire to go?" he asked coldly.

"Immediately after breakfast. We will drive in to Coombe Tracey,
but Watson will leave his things as a pledge that he will come back
to you. Watson, you will send a note to Stapleton to tell him that
you regret that you cannot come."

"I have a good mind to go to London with you," said the baronet.
"Why should I stay here alone?"

"Because it is your post of duty. Because you gave me your word
that you would do as you were told, and I tell you to stay."

"All right, then, I'll stay."

"One more direction! I wish you to drive to Merripit House. Send
back your trap, however, and let them know that you intend to walk
home."

"To walk across the moor?"

"Yes."

"But that is the very thing which you have so often cautioned me
not to do."

"This time you may do it with safety. If I had not every
confidence in your nerve and courage I would not suggest it, but it
is essential that you should do it."

"Then I will do it."

"And as you value your life do not go across the moor in any
direction save along the straight path which leads from Merripit
House to the Grimpen Road, and is your natural way home."

"I will do just what you say."

"Very good. I should be glad to get away as soon after breakfast
as possible, so as to reach London in the afternoon."

I was much astounded by this programme, though I remembered that
Holmes had said to Stapleton on the night before that his visit
would terminate next day. It had not crossed my mind however, that
he would wish me to go with him, nor could I understand how we
could both be absent at a moment which he himself declared to be
critical. There was nothing for it, however, but implicit
obedience; so we bade good-bye to our rueful friend, and a couple
of hours afterwards we were at the station of Coombe Tracey and had
dispatched the trap upon its return journey. A small boy was
waiting upon the platform.

"Any orders, sir?"

"You will take this train to town, Cartwright. The moment you
arrive you will send a wire to Sir Henry Baskerville, in my name,
to say that if he finds the pocketbook which I have dropped he is
to send it by registered post to Baker Street."

"Yes, sir."

"And ask at the station office if there is a message for
me."

The boy returned with a telegram, which Holmes handed to me. It
ran:

Wire received. Coming down with unsigned warrant. Arrive five-
forty. Lestrade.

"That is in answer to mine of this morning. He is the best of
the professionals, I think, and we may need his assistance. Now,
Watson, I think that we cannot employ our time better than by
calling upon your acquaintance, Mrs. Laura Lyons."

His plan of campaign was beginning to be evident. He would use
the baronet in order to convince the Stapletons that we were really
gone, while we should actually return at the instant when we were
likely to be needed. That telegram from London, if mentioned by Sir
Henry to the Stapletons, must remove the last suspicions from their
minds. Already I seemed to see our nets drawing closer around that
leanjawed pike.

Mrs. Laura Lyons was in her office, and Sherlock Holmes opened
his interview with a frankness and directness which considerably
amazed her.

"I am investigating the circumstances which attended the death
of the late Sir Charles Baskerville," said he. "My friend here, Dr.
Watson, has informed me of what you have communicated, and also of
what you have withheld in connection with that matter."

"What have I withheld?" she asked defiantly.

"You have confessed that you asked Sir Charles to be at the gate
at ten o'clock. We know that that was the place and hour of his
death. You have withheld what the connection is between these
events."

"There is no connection."

"In that case the coincidence must indeed be an extraordinary
one. But I think that we shall succeed in establishing a
connection, after all. I wish to be perfectly frank with you, Mrs.
Lyons. We regard this case as one of murder, and the evidence may
implicate not only your friend Mr. Stapleton but his wife as
well."

The lady sprang from her chair.

"His wife!" she cried.

"The fact is no longer a secret. The person who has passed for
his sister is really his wife."

Mrs. Lyons had resumed her seat. Her hands were grasping the
arms of her chair, and I saw that the pink nails had turned white
with the pressure of her grip.

"His wife!" she said again. "His wife! He is not a married
man."

Sherlock Holmes shrugged his shoulders.

"Prove it to me! Prove it to me! And if you can do so—!"

The fierce flash of her eyes said more than any words.

"I have come prepared to do so," said Holmes, drawing several
papers from his pocket. "Here is a photograph of the couple taken
in York four years ago. It is indorsed 'Mr. and Mrs. Vandeleur,'
but you will have no difficulty in recognizing him, and her also,
if you know her by sight. Here are three written descriptions by
trustworthy witnesses of Mr. and Mrs. Vandeleur, who at that time
kept St. Oliver's private school. Read them and see if you can
doubt the identity of these people."

She glanced at them, and then looked up at us with the set rigid
face of a desperate woman.

"Mr. Holmes," she said, "this man had offered me marriage on
condition that I could get a divorce from my husband. He has lied
to me, the villain, in every conceivable way. Not one word of truth
has he ever told me. And why—why? I imagined that all was for my
own sake. But now I see that I was never anything but a tool in his
hands. Why should I preserve faith with him who never kept any with
me? Why should I try to shield him from the consequences of his own
wicked acts? Ask me what you like, and there is nothing which I
shall hold back. One thing I swear to you, and that is that when I
wrote the letter I never dreamed of any harm to the old gentleman,
who had been my kindest friend."

"I entirely believe you, madam," said Sherlock Holmes. "The
recital of these events must be very painful to you, and perhaps it
will make it easier if I tell you what occurred, and you can check
me if I make any material mistake. The sending of this letter was
suggested to you by Stapleton?"

"He dictated it."

"I presume that the reason he gave was that you would receive
help from Sir Charles for the legal expenses connected with your
divorce?"

"Exactly."

"And then after you had sent the letter he dissuaded you from
keeping the appointment?"

"He told me that it would hurt his self-respect that any other
man should find the money for such an object, and that though he
was a poor man himself he would devote his last penny to removing
the obstacles which divided us."

"He appears to be a very consistent character. And then you
heard nothing until you read the reports of the death in the
paper?"

"No."

"And he made you swear to say nothing about your appointment
with Sir Charles?"

"He did. He said that the death was a very mysterious one, and
that I should certainly be suspected if the facts came out. He
frightened me into remaining silent."

"Quite so. But you had your suspicions?"

She hesitated and looked down.

"I knew him," she said. "But if he had kept faith with me I
should always have done so with him."

"I think that on the whole you have had a fortunate escape,"
said Sherlock Holmes. "You have had him in your power and he knew
it, and yet you are alive. You have been walking for some months
very near to the edge of a precipice. We must wish you good-morning
now, Mrs. Lyons, and it is probable that you will very shortly hear
from us again."

"Our case becomes rounded off, and difficulty after difficulty
thins away in front of us," said Holmes as we stood waiting for the
arrival of the express from town. "I shall soon be in the position
of being able to put into a single connected narrative one of the
most singular and sensational crimes of modern times. Students of
criminology will remember the analogous incidents in Godno, in
Little Russia, in the year '66, and of course there are the
Anderson murders in North Carolina, but this case possesses some
features which are entirely its own. Even now we have no clear case
against this very wily man. But I shall be very much surprised if
it is not clear enough before we go to bed this night."

The London express came roaring into the station, and a small,
wiry bulldog of a man had sprung from a first-class carriage. We
all three shook hands, and I saw at once from the reverential way
in which Lestrade gazed at my companion that he had learned a good
deal since the days when they had first worked together. I could
well remember the scorn which the theories of the reasoner used
then to excite in the practical man.

"Anything good?" he asked.

"The biggest thing for years," said Holmes. "We have two hours
before we need think of starting. I think we might employ it in
getting some dinner and then, Lestrade, we will take the London fog
out of your throat by giving you a breath of the pure night air of
Dartmoor. Never been there? Ah, well, I don't suppose you will
forget your first visit."











Chapter 14
The Hound of the Baskervilles


One of Sherlock Holmes's defects—if, indeed, one may call it a
defect—was that he was exceedingly loath to communicate his full
plans to any other person until the instant of their fulfilment.
Partly it came no doubt from his own masterful nature, which loved
to dominate and surprise those who were around him. Partly also
from his professional caution, which urged him never to take any
chances. The result, however, was very trying for those who were
acting as his agents and assistants. I had often suffered under it,
but never more so than during that long drive in the darkness. The
great ordeal was in front of us; at last we were about to make our
final effort, and yet Holmes had said nothing, and I could only
surmise what his course of action would be. My nerves thrilled with
anticipation when at last the cold wind upon our faces and the
dark, void spaces on either side of the narrow road told me that we
were back upon the moor once again. Every stride of the horses and
every turn of the wheels was taking us nearer to our supreme
adventure.

Our conversation was hampered by the presence of the driver of
the hired wagonette, so that we were forced to talk of trivial
matters when our nerves were tense with emotion and anticipation.
It was a relief to me, after that unnatural restraint, when we at
last passed Frankland's house and knew that we were drawing near to
the Hall and to the scene of action. We did not drive up to the
door but got down near the gate of the avenue. The wagonette was
paid off and ordered to return to Coombe Tracey forthwith, while we
started to walk to Merripit House.

"Are you armed, Lestrade?"

The little detective smiled. "As long as I have my trousers I
have a hip-pocket, and as long as I have my hip-pocket I have
something in it."

"Good! My friend and I are also ready for emergencies."

"You're mighty close about this affair, Mr. Holmes. What's the
game now?"

"A waiting game."

"My word, it does not seem a very cheerful place," said the
detective with a shiver, glancing round him at the gloomy slopes of
the hill and at the huge lake of fog which lay over the Grimpen
Mire. "I see the lights of a house ahead of us."

"That is Merripit House and the end of our journey. I must
request you to walk on tiptoe and not to talk above a whisper."

We moved cautiously along the track as if we were bound for the
house, but Holmes halted us when we were about two hundred yards
from it.

"This will do," said he. "These rocks upon the right make an
admirable screen."

"We are to wait here?"

"Yes, we shall make our little ambush here. Get into this
hollow, Lestrade. You have been inside the house, have you not,
Watson? Can you tell the position of the rooms? What are those
latticed windows at this end?"

"I think they are the kitchen windows."

"And the one beyond, which shines so brightly?"

"That is certainly the dining-room."

"The blinds are up. You know the lie of the land best. Creep
forward quietly and see what they are doing—but for heaven's sake
don't let them know that they are watched!"

I tiptoed down the path and stooped behind the low wall which
surrounded the stunted orchard. Creeping in its shadow I reached a
point whence I could look straight through the uncurtained
window.

There were only two men in the room, Sir Henry and Stapleton.
They sat with their profiles towards me on either side of the round
table. Both of them were smoking cigars, and coffee and wine were
in front of them. Stapleton was talking with animation, but the
baronet looked pale and distrait. Perhaps the thought of that
lonely walk across the ill-omened moor was weighing heavily upon
his mind.

As I watched them Stapleton rose and left the room, while Sir
Henry filled his glass again and leaned back in his chair, puffing
at his cigar. I heard the creak of a door and the crisp sound of
boots upon gravel. The steps passed along the path on the other
side of the wall under which I crouched. Looking over, I saw the
naturalist pause at the door of an out-house in the corner of the
orchard. A key turned in a lock, and as he passed in there was a
curious scuffling noise from within. He was only a minute or so
inside, and then I heard the key turn once more and he passed me
and reentered the house. I saw him rejoin his guest, and I crept
quietly back to where my companions were waiting to tell them what
I had seen.

"You say, Watson, that the lady is not there?" Holmes asked when
I had finished my report.

"No."

"Where can she be, then, since there is no light in any other
room except the kitchen?"

"I cannot think where she is."

I have said that over the great Grimpen Mire there hung a dense,
white fog. It was drifting slowly in our direction and banked
itself up like a wall on that side of us, low but thick and well
defined. The moon shone on it, and it looked like a great
shimmering ice-field, with the heads of the distant tors as rocks
borne upon its surface. Holmes's face was turned towards it, and he
muttered impatiently as he watched its sluggish drift.

"It's moving towards us, Watson."

"Is that serious?"

"Very serious, indeed—the one thing upon earth which could have
disarranged my plans. He can't be very long, now. It is already ten
o'clock. Our success and even his life may depend upon his coming
out before the fog is over the path."

The night was clear and fine above us. The stars shone cold and
bright, while a half-moon bathed the whole scene in a soft,
uncertain light. Before us lay the dark bulk of the house, its
serrated roof and bristling chimneys hard outlined against the
silver-spangled sky. Broad bars of golden light from the lower
windows stretched across the orchard and the moor. One of them was
suddenly shut off. The servants had left the kitchen. There only
remained the lamp in the dining-room where the two men, the
murderous host and the unconscious guest, still chatted over their
cigars.

Every minute that white woolly plain which covered one-half of
the moor was drifting closer and closer to the house. Already the
first thin wisps of it were curling across the golden square of the
lighted window. The farther wall of the orchard was already
invisible, and the trees were standing out of a swirl of white
vapour. As we watched it the fog-wreaths came crawling round both
corners of the house and rolled slowly into one dense bank on which
the upper floor and the roof floated like a strange ship upon a
shadowy sea. Holmes struck his hand passionately upon the rock in
front of us and stamped his feet in his impatience.

"If he isn't out in a quarter of an hour the path will be
covered. In half an hour we won't be able to see our hands in front
of us."

"Shall we move farther back upon higher ground?"

"Yes, I think it would be as well."

So as the fog-bank flowed onward we fell back before it until we
were half a mile from the house, and still that dense white sea,
with the moon silvering its upper edge, swept slowly and inexorably
on.

"We are going too far," said Holmes. "We dare not take the
chance of his being overtaken before he can reach us. At all costs
we must hold our ground where we are." He dropped on his knees and
clapped his ear to the ground. "Thank God, I think that I hear him
coming."

A sound of quick steps broke the silence of the moor. Crouching
among the stones we stared intently at the silver-tipped bank in
front of us. The steps grew louder, and through the fog, as through
a curtain, there stepped the man whom we were awaiting. He looked
round him in surprise as he emerged into the clear, starlit night.
Then he came swiftly along the path, passed close to where we lay,
and went on up the long slope behind us. As he walked he glanced
continually over either shoulder, like a man who is ill at
ease.

"Hist!" cried Holmes, and I heard the sharp click of a cocking
pistol. "Look out! It's coming!"

There was a thin, crisp, continuous patter from somewhere in the
heart of that crawling bank. The cloud was within fifty yards of
where we lay, and we glared at it, all three, uncertain what horror
was about to break from the heart of it. I was at Holmes's elbow,
and I glanced for an instant at his face. It was pale and exultant,
his eyes shining brightly in the moonlight. But suddenly they
started forward in a rigid, fixed stare, and his lips parted in
amazement. At the same instant Lestrade gave a yell of terror and
threw himself face downward upon the ground. I sprang to my feet,
my inert hand grasping my pistol, my mind paralyzed by the dreadful
shape which had sprung out upon us from the shadows of the fog. A
hound it was, an enormous coal-black hound, but not such a hound as
mortal eyes have ever seen. Fire burst from its open mouth, its
eyes glowed with a smouldering glare, its muzzle and hackles and
dewlap were outlined in flickering flame. Never in the delirious
dream of a disordered brain could anything more savage, more
appalling, more hellish be conceived than that dark form and savage
face which broke upon us out of the wall of fog.

With long bounds the huge black creature was leaping down the
track, following hard upon the footsteps of our friend. So
paralyzed were we by the apparition that we allowed him to pass
before we had recovered our nerve. Then Holmes and I both fired
together, and the creature gave a hideous howl, which showed that
one at least had hit him. He did not pause, however, but bounded
onward. Far away on the path we saw Sir Henry looking back, his
face white in the moonlight, his hands raised in horror, glaring
helplessly at the frightful thing which was hunting him down. But
that cry of pain from the hound had blown all our fears to the
winds. If he was vulnerable he was mortal, and if we could wound
him we could kill him. Never have I seen a man run as Holmes ran
that night. I am reckoned fleet of foot, but he outpaced me as much
as I outpaced the little professional. In front of us as we flew up
the track we heard scream after scream from Sir Henry and the deep
roar of the hound. I was in time to see the beast spring upon its
victim, hurl him to the ground, and worry at his throat. But the
next instant Holmes had emptied five barrels of his revolver into
the creature's flank. With a last howl of agony and a vicious snap
in the air, it rolled upon its back, four feet pawing furiously,
and then fell limp upon its side. I stooped, panting, and pressed
my pistol to the dreadful, shimmering head, but it was useless to
press the trigger. The giant hound was dead.

Sir Henry lay insensible where he had fallen. We tore away his
collar, and Holmes breathed a prayer of gratitude when we saw that
there was no sign of a wound and that the rescue had been in time.
Already our friend's eyelids shivered and he made a feeble effort
to move. Lestrade thrust his brandy-flask between the baronet's
teeth, and two frightened eyes were looking up at us.

"My God!" he whispered. "What was it? What, in heaven's name,
was it?"

"It's dead, whatever it is," said Holmes. "We've laid the family
ghost once and forever."

In mere size and strength it was a terrible creature which was
lying stretched before us. It was not a pure bloodhound and it was
not a pure mastiff; but it appeared to be a combination of the
two-gaunt, savage, and as large as a small lioness. Even now in the
stillness of death, the huge jaws seemed to be dripping with a
bluish flame and the small, deep-set, cruel eyes were ringed with
fire. I placed my hand upon the glowing muzzle, and as I held them
up my own fingers smouldered and gleamed in the darkness.

"Phosphorus," I said. "A cunning preparation of it," said
Holmes, sniffing at the dead animal. "There is no smell which might
have interfered with his power of scent. We owe you a deep apology,
Sir Henry, for having exposed you to this fright. I was prepared
for a hound, but not for such a creature as this. And the fog gave
us little time to receive him."

"You have saved my life."

"Having first endangered it. Are you strong enough to
stand?"

"Give me another mouthful of that brandy and I shall be ready
for anything. So! Now, if you will help me up. What do you propose
to do?"

"To leave you here. You are not fit for further adventures
tonight. If you will wait, one or other of us will go back with you
to the Hall."

He tried to stagger to his feet; but he was still ghastly pale
and trembling in every limb. We helped him to a rock, where he sat
shivering with his face buried in his hands.

"We must leave you now," said Holmes. "The rest of our work must
be done, and every moment is of importance. We have our case, and
now we only want our man.

"It's a thousand to one against our finding him at the house,"
he continued as we retraced our steps swiftly down the path. "Those
shots must have told him that the game was up."

"We were some distance off, and this fog may have deadened
them."

"He followed the hound to call him off—of that you may be
certain. No, no, he's gone by this time! But we'll search the house
and make sure."

The front door was open, so we rushed in and hurried from room
to room to the amazement of a doddering old manservant, who met us
in the passage. There was no light save in the dining-room, but
Holmes caught up the lamp and left no corner of the house
unexplored. No sign could we see of the man whom we were chasing.
On the upper floor, however, one of the bedroom doors was
locked.

"There's someone in here," cried Lestrade. "I can hear a
movement. Open this door!"

A faint moaning and rustling came from within. Holmes struck the
door just over the lock with the flat of his foot and it flew open.
Pistol in hand, we all three rushed into the room.

But there was no sign within it of that desperate and defiant
villain whom we expected to see. Instead we were faced by an object
so strange and so unexpected that we stood for a moment staring at
it in amazement.

The room had been fashioned into a small museum, and the walls
were lined by a number of glass-topped cases full of that
collection of butterflies and moths the formation of which had been
the relaxation of this complex and dangerous man. In the centre of
this room there was an upright beam, which had been placed at some
period as a support for the old worm-eaten baulk of timber which
spanned the roof. To this post a figure was tied, so swathed and
muffled in the sheets which had been used to secure it that one
could not for the moment tell whether it was that of a man or a
woman. One towel passed round the throat and was secured at the
back of the pillar. Another covered the lower part of the face, and
over it two dark eyes—eyes full of grief and shame and a dreadful
questioning—stared back at us. In a minute we had torn off the gag,
unswathed the bonds, and Mrs. Stapleton sank upon the floor in
front of us. As her beautiful head fell upon her chest I saw the
clear red weal of a whiplash across her neck.

"The brute!" cried Holmes. "Here, Lestrade, your brandy-bottle!
Put her in the chair! She has fainted from ill-usage and
exhaustion."

She opened her eyes again.

"Is he safe?" she asked. "Has he escaped?"

"He cannot escape us, madam."

"No, no, I did not mean my husband. Sir Henry? Is he safe?"

"Yes."

"And the hound?"

"It is dead."

She gave a long sigh of satisfaction.

"Thank God! Thank God! Oh, this villain! See how he has treated
me!" She shot her arms out from her sleeves, and we saw with horror
that they were all mottled with bruises. "But this is
nothing—nothing! It is my mind and soul that he has tortured and
defiled. I could endure it all, ill-usage, solitude, a life of
deception, everything, as long as I could still cling to the hope
that I had his love, but now I know that in this also I have been
his dupe and his tool." She broke into passionate sobbing as she
spoke.

"You bear him no good will, madam," said Holmes. "Tell us then
where we shall find him. If you have ever aided him in evil, help
us now and so atone."

"There is but one place where he can have fled," she answered.
"There is an old tin mine on an island in the heart of the mire. It
was there that he kept his hound and there also he had made
preparations so that he might have a refuge. That is where he would
fly."

The fog-bank lay like white wool against the window. Holmes held
the lamp towards it.

"See," said he. "No one could find his way into the Grimpen Mire
tonight."

She laughed and clapped her hands. Her eyes and teeth gleamed
with fierce merriment.

"He may find his way in, but never out," she cried. "How can he
see the guiding wands tonight? We planted them together, he and I,
to mark the pathway through the mire. Oh, if I could only have
plucked them out today. Then indeed you would have had him at your
mercy!"

It was evident to us that all pursuit was in vain until the fog
had lifted. Meanwhile we left Lestrade in possession of the house
while Holmes and I went back with the baronet to Baskerville Hall.
The story of the Stapletons could no longer be withheld from him,
but he took the blow bravely when he learned the truth about the
woman whom he had loved. But the shock of the night's adventures
had shattered his nerves, and before morning he lay delirious in a
high fever under the care of Dr. Mortimer. The two of them were
destined to travel together round the world before Sir Henry had
become once more the hale, hearty man that he had been before he
became master of that ill-omened estate.

And now I come rapidly to the conclusion of this singular
narrative, in which I have tried to make the reader share those
dark fears and vague surmises which clouded our lives so long and
ended in so tragic a manner. On the morning after the death of the
hound the fog had lifted and we were guided by Mrs. Stapleton to
the point where they had found a pathway through the bog. It helped
us to realize the horror of this woman's life when we saw the
eagerness and joy with which she laid us on her husband's track. We
left her standing upon the thin peninsula of firm, peaty soil which
tapered out into the widespread bog. From the end of it a small
wand planted here and there showed where the path zigzagged from
tuft to tuft of rushes among those green-scummed pits and foul
quagmires which barred the way to the stranger. Rank reeds and
lush, slimy water-plants sent an odour of decay and a heavy
miasmatic vapour onto our faces, while a false step plunged us more
than once thigh-deep into the dark, quivering mire, which shook for
yards in soft undulations around our feet. Its tenacious grip
plucked at our heels as we walked, and when we sank into it it was
as if some malignant hand was tugging us down into those obscene
depths, so grim and purposeful was the clutch in which it held us.
Once only we saw a trace that someone had passed that perilous way
before us. From amid a tuft of cotton grass which bore it up out of
the slime some dark thing was projecting. Holmes sank to his waist
as he stepped from the path to seize it, and had we not been there
to drag him out he could never have set his foot upon firm land
again. He held an old black boot in the air. "Meyers, Toronto," was
printed on the leather inside.

"It is worth a mud bath," said he. "It is our friend Sir Henry's
missing boot."

"Thrown there by Stapleton in his flight."

"Exactly. He retained it in his hand after using it to set the
hound upon the track. He fled when he knew the game was up, still
clutching it. And he hurled it away at this point of his flight. We
know at least that he came so far in safety."

But more than that we were never destined to know, though there
was much which we might surmise. There was no chance of finding
footsteps in the mire, for the rising mud oozed swiftly in upon
them, but as we at last reached firmer ground beyond the morass we
all looked eagerly for them. But no slightest sign of them ever met
our eyes. If the earth told a true story, then Stapleton never
reached that island of refuge towards which he struggled through
the fog upon that last night. Somewhere in the heart of the great
Grimpen Mire, down in the foul slime of the huge morass which had
sucked him in, this cold and cruel-hearted man is forever
buried.

Many traces we found of him in the bog-girt island where he had
hid his savage ally. A huge driving-wheel and a shaft half-filled
with rubbish showed the position of an abandoned mine. Beside it
were the crumbling remains of the cottages of the miners, driven
away no doubt by the foul reek of the surrounding swamp. In one of
these a staple and chain with a quantity of gnawed bones showed
where the animal had been confined. A skeleton with a tangle of
brown hair adhering to it lay among the debris.

"A dog!" said Holmes. "By Jove, a curly-haired spaniel. Poor
Mortimer will never see his pet again. Well, I do not know that
this place contains any secret which we have not already fathomed.
He could hide his hound, but he could not hush its voice, and hence
came those cries which even in daylight were not pleasant to hear.
On an emergency he could keep the hound in the out-house at
Merripit, but it was always a risk, and it was only on the supreme
day, which he regarded as the end of all his efforts, that he dared
do it. This paste in the tin is no doubt the luminous mixture with
which the creature was daubed. It was suggested, of course, by the
story of the family hell-hound, and by the desire to frighten old
Sir Charles to death. No wonder the poor devil of a convict ran and
screamed, even as our friend did, and as we ourselves might have
done, when he saw such a creature bounding through the darkness of
the moor upon his track. It was a cunning device, for, apart from
the chance of driving your victim to his death, what peasant would
venture to inquire too closely into such a creature should he get
sight of it, as many have done, upon the moor? I said it in London,
Watson, and I say it again now, that never yet have we helped to
hunt down a more dangerous man than he who is lying yonder"—he
swept his long arm towards the huge mottled expanse of
green-splotched bog which stretched away until it merged into the
russet slopes of the moor.











Chapter 15 A
Retrospection


It was the end of November, and Holmes and I sat, upon a raw and
foggy night, on either side of a blazing fire in our sitting-room
in Baker Street. Since the tragic upshot of our visit to Devonshire
he had been engaged in two affairs of the utmost importance, in the
first of which he had exposed the atrocious conduct of Colonel
Upwood in connection with the famous card scandal of the Nonpareil
Club, while in the second he had defended the unfortunate Mme.
Montpensier from the charge of murder which hung over her in
connection with the death of her step-daughter, Mlle. Carere, the
young lady who, as it will be remembered, was found six months
later alive and married in New York. My friend was in excellent
spirits over the success which had attended a succession of
difficult and important cases, so that I was able to induce him to
discuss the details of the Baskerville mystery. I had waited
patiently for the opportunity for I was aware that he would never
permit cases to overlap, and that his clear and logical mind would
not be drawn from its present work to dwell upon memories of the
past. Sir Henry and Dr. Mortimer were, however, in London, on their
way to that long voyage which had been recommended for the
restoration of his shattered nerves. They had called upon us that
very afternoon, so that it was natural that the subject should come
up for discussion.

"The whole course of events," said Holmes, "from the point of
view of the man who called himself Stapleton was simple and direct,
although to us, who had no means in the beginning of knowing the
motives of his actions and could only learn part of the facts, it
all appeared exceedingly complex. I have had the advantage of two
conversations with Mrs. Stapleton, and the case has now been so
entirely cleared up that I am not aware that there is anything
which has remained a secret to us. You will find a few notes upon
the matter under the heading B in my indexed list of cases."

"Perhaps you would kindly give me a sketch of the course of
events from memory."

"Certainly, though I cannot guarantee that I carry all the facts
in my mind. Intense mental concentration has a curious way of
blotting out what has passed. The barrister who has his case at his
fingers' ends and is able to argue with an expert upon his own
subject finds that a week or two of the courts will drive it all
out of his head once more. So each of my cases displaces the last,
and Mlle. Carere has blurred my recollection of Baskerville Hall.
Tomorrow some other little problem may be submitted to my notice
which will in turn dispossess the fair French lady and the infamous
Upwood. So far as the case of the hound goes, however, I will give
you the course of events as nearly as I can, and you will suggest
anything which I may have forgotten.

"My inquiries show beyond all question that the family portrait
did not lie, and that this fellow was indeed a Baskerville. He was
a son of that Rodger Baskerville, the younger brother of Sir
Charles, who fled with a sinister reputation to South America,
where he was said to have died unmarried. He did, as a matter of
fact, marry, and had one child, this fellow, whose real name is the
same as his father's. He married Beryl Garcia, one of the beauties
of Costa Rica, and, having purloined a considerable sum of public
money, he changed his name to Vandeleur and fled to England, where
he established a school in the east of Yorkshire. His reason for
attempting this special line of business was that he had struck up
an acquaintance with a consumptive tutor upon the voyage home, and
that he had used this man's ability to make the undertaking a
success. Fraser, the tutor, died however, and the school which had
begun well sank from disrepute into infamy. The Vandeleurs found it
convenient to change their name to Stapleton, and he brought the
remains of his fortune, his schemes for the future, and his taste
for entomology to the south of England. I learned at the British
Museum that he was a recognized authority upon the subject, and
that the name of Vandeleur has been permanently attached to a
certain moth which he had, in his Yorkshire days, been the first to
describe.

"We now come to that portion of his life which has proved to be
of such intense interest to us. The fellow had evidently made
inquiry and found that only two lives intervened between him and a
valuable estate. When he went to Devonshire his plans were, I
believe, exceedingly hazy, but that he meant mischief from the
first is evident from the way in which he took his wife with him in
the character of his sister. The idea of using her as a decoy was
clearly already in his mind, though he may not have been certain
how the details of his plot were to be arranged. He meant in the
end to have the estate, and he was ready to use any tool or run any
risk for that end. His first act was to establish himself as near
to his ancestral home as he could, and his second was to cultivate
a friendship with Sir Charles Baskerville and with the
neighbours.

"The baronet himself told him about the family hound, and so
prepared the way for his own death. Stapleton, as I will continue
to call him, knew that the old man's heart was weak and that a
shock would kill him. So much he had learned from Dr. Mortimer. He
had heard also that Sir Charles was superstitious and had taken
this grim legend very seriously. His ingenious mind instantly
suggested a way by which the baronet could be done to death, and
yet it would be hardly possible to bring home the guilt to the real
murderer.

"Having conceived the idea he proceeded to carry it out with
considerable finesse. An ordinary schemer would have been content
to work with a savage hound. The use of artificial means to make
the creature diabolical was a flash of genius upon his part. The
dog he bought in London from Ross and Mangles, the dealers in
Fulham Road. It was the strongest and most savage in their
possession. He brought it down by the North Devon line and walked a
great distance over the moor so as to get it home without exciting
any remarks. He had already on his insect hunts learned to
penetrate the Grimpen Mire, and so had found a safe hiding-place
for the creature. Here he kennelled it and waited his chance.

"But it was some time coming. The old gentleman could not be
decoyed outside of his grounds at night. Several times Stapleton
lurked about with his hound, but without avail. It was during these
fruitless quests that he, or rather his ally, was seen by peasants,
and that the legend of the demon dog received a new confirmation.
He had hoped that his wife might lure Sir Charles to his ruin, but
here she proved unexpectedly independent. She would not endeavour
to entangle the old gentleman in a sentimental attachment which
might deliver him over to his enemy. Threats and even, I am sorry
to say, blows refused to move her. She would have nothing to do
with it, and for a time Stapleton was at a deadlock.

"He found a way out of his difficulties through the chance that
Sir Charles, who had conceived a friendship for him, made him the
minister of his charity in the case of this unfortunate woman, Mrs.
Laura Lyons. By representing himself as a single man he acquired
complete influence over her, and he gave her to understand that in
the event of her obtaining a divorce from her husband he would
marry her. His plans were suddenly brought to a head by his
knowledge that Sir Charles was about to leave the Hall on the
advice of Dr. Mortimer, with whose opinion he himself pretended to
coincide. He must act at once, or his victim might get beyond his
power. He therefore put pressure upon Mrs. Lyons to write this
letter, imploring the old man to give her an interview on the
evening before his departure for London. He then, by a specious
argument, prevented her from going, and so had the chance for which
he had waited.

"Driving back in the evening from Coombe Tracey he was in time
to get his hound, to treat it with his infernal paint, and to bring
the beast round to the gate at which he had reason to expect that
he would find the old gentleman waiting. The dog, incited by its
master, sprang over the wicket-gate and pursued the unfortunate
baronet, who fled screaming down the yew alley. In that gloomy
tunnel it must indeed have been a dreadful sight to see that huge
black creature, with its flaming jaws and blazing eyes, bounding
after its victim. He fell dead at the end of the alley from heart
disease and terror. The hound had kept upon the grassy border while
the baronet had run down the path, so that no track but the man's
was visible. On seeing him lying still the creature had probably
approached to sniff at him, but finding him dead had turned away
again. It was then that it left the print which was actually
observed by Dr. Mortimer. The hound was called off and hurried away
to its lair in the Grimpen Mire, and a mystery was left which
puzzled the authorities, alarmed the countryside, and finally
brought the case within the scope of our observation.

"So much for the death of Sir Charles Baskerville. You perceive
the devilish cunning of it, for really it would be almost
impossible to make a case against the real murderer. His only
accomplice was one who could never give him away, and the
grotesque, inconceivable nature of the device only served to make
it more effective. Both of the women concerned in the case, Mrs.
Stapleton and Mrs. Laura Lyons, were left with a strong suspicion
against Stapleton. Mrs. Stapleton knew that he had designs upon the
old man, and also of the existence of the hound. Mrs. Lyons knew
neither of these things, but had been impressed by the death
occurring at the time of an uncancelled appointment which was only
known to him. However, both of them were under his influence, and
he had nothing to fear from them. The first half of his task was
successfully accomplished but the more difficult still
remained.

"It is possible that Stapleton did not know of the existence of
an heir in Canada. In any case he would very soon learn it from his
friend Dr. Mortimer, and he was told by the latter all details
about the arrival of Henry Baskerville. Stapleton's first idea was
that this young stranger from Canada might possibly be done to
death in London without coming down to Devonshire at all. He
distrusted his wife ever since she had refused to help him in
laying a trap for the old man, and he dared not leave her long out
of his sight for fear he should lose his influence over her. It was
for this reason that he took her to London with him. They lodged, I
find, at the Mexborough Private Hotel, in Craven Street, which was
actually one of those called upon by my agent in search of
evidence. Here he kept his wife imprisoned in her room while he,
disguised in a beard, followed Dr. Mortimer to Baker Street and
afterwards to the station and to the Northumberland Hotel. His wife
had some inkling of his plans; but she had such a fear of her
husband—a fear founded upon brutal ill-treatment—that she dare not
write to warn the man whom she knew to be in danger. If the letter
should fall into Stapleton's hands her own life would not be safe.
Eventually, as we know, she adopted the expedient of cutting out
the words which would form the message, and addressing the letter
in a disguised hand. It reached the baronet, and gave him the first
warning of his danger.

"It was very essential for Stapleton to get some article of Sir
Henry's attire so that, in case he was driven to use the dog, he
might always have the means of setting him upon his track. With
characteristic promptness and audacity he set about this at once,
and we cannot doubt that the boots or chamber-maid of the hotel was
well bribed to help him in his design. By chance, however, the
first boot which was procured for him was a new one and, therefore,
useless for his purpose. He then had it returned and obtained
another—a most instructive incident, since it proved conclusively
to my mind that we were dealing with a real hound, as no other
supposition could explain this anxiety to obtain an old boot and
this indifference to a new one. The more outre and grotesque an
incident is the more carefully it deserves to be examined, and the
very point which appears to complicate a case is, when duly
considered and scientifically handled, the one which is most likely
to elucidate it.

"Then we had the visit from our friends next morning, shadowed
always by Stapleton in the cab. From his knowledge of our rooms and
of my appearance, as well as from his general conduct, I am
inclined to think that Stapleton's career of crime has been by no
means limited to this single Baskerville affair. It is suggestive
that during the last three years there have been four considerable
burglaries in the west country, for none of which was any criminal
ever arrested. The last of these, at Folkestone Court, in May, was
remarkable for the cold-blooded pistolling of the page, who
surprised the masked and solitary burglar. I cannot doubt that
Stapleton recruited his waning resources in this fashion, and that
for years he has been a desperate and dangerous man.

"We had an example of his readiness of resource that morning
when he got away from us so successfully, and also of his audacity
in sending back my own name to me through the cabman. From that
moment he understood that I had taken over the case in London, and
that therefore there was no chance for him there. He returned to
Dartmoor and awaited the arrival of the baronet."

"One moment!" said I. "You have, no doubt, described the
sequence of events correctly, but there is one point which you have
left unexplained. What became of the hound when its master was in
London?"

"I have given some attention to this matter and it is
undoubtedly of importance. There can be no question that Stapleton
had a confidant, though it is unlikely that he ever placed himself
in his power by sharing all his plans with him. There was an old
manservant at Merripit House, whose name was Anthony. His
connection with the Stapletons can be traced for several years, as
far back as the schoolmastering days, so that he must have been
aware that his master and mistress were really husband and wife.
This man has disappeared and has escaped from the country. It is
suggestive that Anthony is not a common name in England, while
Antonio is so in all Spanish or Spanish-American countries. The
man, like Mrs. Stapleton herself, spoke good English, but with a
curious lisping accent. I have myself seen this old man cross the
Grimpen Mire by the path which Stapleton had marked out. It is very
probable, therefore, that in the absence of his master it was he
who cared for the hound, though he may never have known the purpose
for which the beast was used.

"The Stapletons then went down to Devonshire, whither they were
soon followed by Sir Henry and you. One word now as to how I stood
myself at that time. It may possibly recur to your memory that when
I examined the paper upon which the printed words were fastened I
made a close inspection for the water-mark. In doing so I held it
within a few inches of my eyes, and was conscious of a faint smell
of the scent known as white jessamine. There are seventy-five
perfumes, which it is very necessary that a criminal expert should
be able to distinguish from each other, and cases have more than
once within my own experience depended upon their prompt
recognition. The scent suggested the presence of a lady, and
already my thoughts began to turn towards the Stapletons. Thus I
had made certain of the hound, and had guessed at the criminal
before ever we went to the west country.

"It was my game to watch Stapleton. It was evident, however,
that I could not do this if I were with you, since he would be
keenly on his guard. I deceived everybody, therefore, yourself
included, and I came down secretly when I was supposed to be in
London. My hardships were not so great as you imagined, though such
trifling details must never interfere with the investigation of a
case. I stayed for the most part at Coombe Tracey, and only used
the hut upon the moor when it was necessary to be near the scene of
action. Cartwright had come down with me, and in his disguise as a
country boy he was of great assistance to me. I was dependent upon
him for food and clean linen. When I was watching Stapleton,
Cartwright was frequently watching you, so that I was able to keep
my hand upon all the strings.

"I have already told you that your reports reached me rapidly,
being forwarded instantly from Baker Street to Coombe Tracey. They
were of great service to me, and especially that one incidentally
truthful piece of biography of Stapleton's. I was able to establish
the identity of the man and the woman and knew at last exactly how
I stood. The case had been considerably complicated through the
incident of the escaped convict and the relations between him and
the Barrymores. This also you cleared up in a very effective way,
though I had already come to the same conclusions from my own
observations.

"By the time that you discovered me upon the moor I had a
complete knowledge of the whole business, but I had not a case
which could go to a jury. Even Stapleton's attempt upon Sir Henry
that night which ended in the death of the unfortunate convict did
not help us much in proving murder against our man. There seemed to
be no alternative but to catch him red-handed, and to do so we had
to use Sir Henry, alone and apparently unprotected, as a bait. We
did so, and at the cost of a severe shock to our client we
succeeded in completing our case and driving Stapleton to his
destruction. That Sir Henry should have been exposed to this is, I
must confess, a reproach to my management of the case, but we had
no means of foreseeing the terrible and paralyzing spectacle which
the beast presented, nor could we predict the fog which enabled him
to burst upon us at such short notice. We succeeded in our object
at a cost which both the specialist and Dr. Mortimer assure me will
be a temporary one. A long journey may enable our friend to recover
not only from his shattered nerves but also from his wounded
feelings. His love for the lady was deep and sincere, and to him
the saddest part of all this black business was that he should have
been deceived by her.

"It only remains to indicate the part which she had played
throughout. There can be no doubt that Stapleton exercised an
influence over her which may have been love or may have been fear,
or very possibly both, since they are by no means incompatible
emotions. It was, at least, absolutely effective. At his command
she consented to pass as his sister, though he found the limits of
his power over her when he endeavoured to make her the direct
accessory to murder. She was ready to warn Sir Henry so far as she
could without implicating her husband, and again and again she
tried to do so. Stapleton himself seems to have been capable of
jealousy, and when he saw the baronet paying court to the lady,
even though it was part of his own plan, still he could not help
interrupting with a passionate outburst which revealed the fiery
soul which his self-contained manner so cleverly concealed. By
encouraging the intimacy he made it certain that Sir Henry would
frequently come to Merripit House and that he would sooner or later
get the opportunity which he desired. On the day of the crisis,
however, his wife turned suddenly against him. She had learned
something of the death of the convict, and she knew that the hound
was being kept in the outhouse on the evening that Sir Henry was
coming to dinner. She taxed her husband with his intended crime,
and a furious scene followed in which he showed her for the first
time that she had a rival in his love. Her fidelity turned in an
instant to bitter hatred, and he saw that she would betray him. He
tied her up, therefore, that she might have no chance of warning
Sir Henry, and he hoped, no doubt, that when the whole countryside
put down the baronet's death to the curse of his family, as they
certainly would do, he could win his wife back to accept an
accomplished fact and to keep silent upon what she knew. In this I
fancy that in any case he made a miscalculation, and that, if we
had not been there, his doom would none the less have been sealed.
A woman of Spanish blood does not condone such an injury so
lightly. And now, my dear Watson, without referring to my notes, I
cannot give you a more detailed account of this curious case. I do
not know that anything essential has been left unexplained."

"He could not hope to frighten Sir Henry to death as he had done
the old uncle with his bogie hound."

"The beast was savage and half-starved. If its appearance did
not frighten its victim to death, at least it would paralyze the
resistance which might be offered."

"No doubt. There only remains one difficulty. If Stapleton came
into the succession, how could he explain the fact that he, the
heir, had been living unannounced under another name so close to
the property? How could he claim it without causing suspicion and
inquiry?"

"It is a formidable difficulty, and I fear that you ask too much
when you expect me to solve it. The past and the present are within
the field of my inquiry, but what a man may do in the future is a
hard question to answer. Mrs. Stapleton has heard her husband
discuss the problem on several occasions. There were three possible
courses. He might claim the property from South America, establish
his identity before the British authorities there and so obtain the
fortune without ever coming to England at all, or he might adopt an
elaborate disguise during the short time that he need be in London;
or, again, he might furnish an accomplice with the proofs and
papers, putting him in as heir, and retaining a claim upon some
proportion of his income. We cannot doubt from what we know of him
that he would have found some way out of the difficulty. And now,
my dear Watson, we have had some weeks of severe work, and for one
evening, I think, we may turn our thoughts into more pleasant
channels. I have a box for 'Les Huguenots.' Have you heard the De
Reszkes? Might I trouble you then to be ready in half an hour, and
we can stop at Marcini's for a little dinner on the way?"
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Silver Blaze


"I am afraid, Watson, that I shall have to go," said Holmes, as
we sat down together to our breakfast one morning.

"Go! Where to?"

"To Dartmoor; to King's Pyland."

I was not surprised. Indeed, my only wonder was that he had not
already been mixed up in this extraordinary case, which was the one
topic of conversation through the length and breadth of England.
For a whole day my companion had rambled about the room with his
chin upon his chest and his brows knitted, charging and recharging
his pipe with the strongest black tobacco, and absolutely deaf to
any of my questions or remarks. Fresh editions of every paper had
been sent up by our news agent, only to be glanced over and tossed
down into a corner. Yet, silent as he was, I knew perfectly well
what it was over which he was brooding. There was but one problem
before the public which could challenge his powers of analysis, and
that was the singular disappearance of the favorite for the Wessex
Cup, and the tragic murder of its trainer. When, therefore, he
suddenly announced his intention of setting out for the scene of
the drama it was only what I had both expected and hoped for.

"I should be most happy to go down with you if I should not be
in the way," said I.

"My dear Watson, you would confer a great favor upon me by
coming. And I think that your time will not be misspent, for there
are points about the case which promise to make it an absolutely
unique one. We have, I think, just time to catch our train at
Paddington, and I will go further into the matter upon our journey.
You would oblige me by bringing with you your very excellent
field-glass."

And so it happened that an hour or so later I found myself in
the corner of a first-class carriage flying along en route for
Exeter, while Sherlock Holmes, with his sharp, eager face framed in
his ear-flapped travelling-cap, dipped rapidly into the bundle of
fresh papers which he had procured at Paddington. We had left
Reading far behind us before he thrust the last one of them under
the seat, and offered me his cigar-case.

"We are going well," said he, looking out the window and
glancing at his watch. "Our rate at present is fifty-three and a
half miles an hour."

"I have not observed the quarter-mile posts," said I.

"Nor have I. But the telegraph posts upon this line are sixty
yards apart, and the calculation is a simple one. I presume that
you have looked into this matter of the murder of John Straker and
the disappearance of Silver Blaze?"

"I have seen what the Telegraph and the Chronicle have to
say."

"It is one of those cases where the art of the reasoner should
be used rather for the sifting of details than for the acquiring of
fresh evidence. The tragedy has been so uncommon, so complete and
of such personal importance to so many people, that we are
suffering from a plethora of surmise, conjecture, and hypothesis.
The difficulty is to detach the framework of fact—of absolute
undeniable fact—from the embellishments of theorists and reporters.
Then, having established ourselves upon this sound basis, it is our
duty to see what inferences may be drawn and what are the special
points upon which the whole mystery turns. On Tuesday evening I
received telegrams from both Colonel Ross, the owner of the horse,
and from Inspector Gregory, who is looking after the case, inviting
my cooperation."

"Tuesday evening!" I exclaimed. "And this is Thursday morning.
Why didn't you go down yesterday?"

"Because I made a blunder, my dear Watson—which is, I am afraid,
a more common occurrence than any one would think who only knew me
through your memoirs. The fact is that I could not believe it
possible that the most remarkable horse in England could long
remain concealed, especially in so sparsely inhabited a place as
the north of Dartmoor. From hour to hour yesterday I expected to
hear that he had been found, and that his abductor was the murderer
of John Straker. When, however, another morning had come, and I
found that beyond the arrest of young Fitzroy Simpson nothing had
been done, I felt that it was time for me to take action. Yet in
some ways I feel that yesterday has not been wasted."

"You have formed a theory, then?"

"At least I have got a grip of the essential facts of the case.
I shall enumerate them to you, for nothing clears up a case so much
as stating it to another person, and I can hardly expect your
co-operation if I do not show you the position from which we
start."

I lay back against the cushions, puffing at my cigar, while
Holmes, leaning forward, with his long, thin forefinger checking
off the points upon the palm of his left hand, gave me a sketch of
the events which had led to our journey.

"Silver Blaze," said he, "is from the Somomy stock, and holds as
brilliant a record as his famous ancestor. He is now in his fifth
year, and has brought in turn each of the prizes of the turf to
Colonel Ross, his fortunate owner. Up to the time of the
catastrophe he was the first favorite for the Wessex Cup, the
betting being three to one on him. He has always, however, been a
prime favorite with the racing public, and has never yet
disappointed them, so that even at those odds enormous sums of
money have been laid upon him. It is obvious, therefore, that there
were many people who had the strongest interest in preventing
Silver Blaze from being there at the fall of the flag next
Tuesday.

"The fact was, of course, appreciated at King's Pyland, where
the Colonel's training-stable is situated. Every precaution was
taken to guard the favorite. The trainer, John Straker, is a
retired jockey who rode in Colonel Ross's colors before he became
too heavy for the weighing-chair. He has served the Colonel for
five years as jockey and for seven as trainer, and has always shown
himself to be a zealous and honest servant. Under him were three
lads; for the establishment was a small one, containing only four
horses in all. One of these lads sat up each night in the stable,
while the others slept in the loft. All three bore excellent
characters. John Straker, who is a married man, lived in a small
villa about two hundred yards from the stables. He has no children,
keeps one maid-servant, and is comfortably off. The country round
is very lonely, but about half a mile to the north there is a small
cluster of villas which have been built by a Tavistock contractor
for the use of invalids and others who may wish to enjoy the pure
Dartmoor air. Tavistock itself lies two miles to the west, while
across the moor, also about two miles distant, is the larger
training establishment of Mapleton, which belongs to Lord
Backwater, and is managed by Silas Brown. In every other direction
the moor is a complete wilderness, inhabited only by a few roaming
gypsies. Such was the general situation last Monday night when the
catastrophe occurred.

"On that evening the horses had been exercised and watered as
usual, and the stables were locked up at nine o'clock. Two of the
lads walked up to the trainer's house, where they had supper in the
kitchen, while the third, Ned Hunter, remained on guard. At a few
minutes after nine the maid, Edith Baxter, carried down to the
stables his supper, which consisted of a dish of curried mutton.
She took no liquid, as there was a water-tap in the stables, and it
was the rule that the lad on duty should drink nothing else. The
maid carried a lantern with her, as it was very dark and the path
ran across the open moor.

"Edith Baxter was within thirty yards of the stables, when a man
appeared out of the darkness and called to her to stop. As he
stepped into the circle of yellow light thrown by the lantern she
saw that he was a person of gentlemanly bearing, dressed in a gray
suit of tweeds, with a cloth cap. He wore gaiters, and carried a
heavy stick with a knob to it. She was most impressed, however, by
the extreme pallor of his face and by the nervousness of his
manner. His age, she thought, would be rather over thirty than
under it.

"'Can you tell me where I am?' he asked. 'I had almost made up
my mind to sleep on the moor, when I saw the light of your
lantern.'

"'You are close to the King's Pyland training-stables,' said
she.

"'Oh, indeed! What a stroke of luck!' he cried. 'I understand
that a stable-boy sleeps there alone every night. Perhaps that is
his supper which you are carrying to him. Now I am sure that you
would not be too proud to earn the price of a new dress, would
you?' He took a piece of white paper folded up out of his waistcoat
pocket. 'See that the boy has this to-night, and you shall have the
prettiest frock that money can buy.'

"She was frightened by the earnestness of his manner, and ran
past him to the window through which she was accustomed to hand the
meals. It was already opened, and Hunter was seated at the small
table inside. She had begun to tell him of what had happened, when
the stranger came up again.

"'Good-evening,' said he, looking through the window. 'I wanted
to have a word with you.' The girl has sworn that as he spoke she
noticed the corner of the little paper packet protruding from his
closed hand.

"'What business have you here?' asked the lad.

"'It's business that may put something into your pocket,' said
the other. 'You've two horses in for the Wessex Cup—Silver Blaze
and Bayard. Let me have the straight tip and you won't be a loser.
Is it a fact that at the weights Bayard could give the other a
hundred yards in five furlongs, and that the stable have put their
money on him?'

"'So, you're one of those damned touts!' cried the lad. 'I'll
show you how we serve them in King's Pyland.' He sprang up and
rushed across the stable to unloose the dog. The girl fled away to
the house, but as she ran she looked back and saw that the stranger
was leaning through the window. A minute later, however, when
Hunter rushed out with the hound he was gone, and though he ran all
round the buildings he failed to find any trace of him."

"One moment," I asked. "Did the stable-boy, when he ran out with
the dog, leave the door unlocked behind him?"

"Excellent, Watson, excellent!" murmured my companion. "The
importance of the point struck me so forcibly that I sent a special
wire to Dartmoor yesterday to clear the matter up. The boy locked
the door before he left it. The window, I may add, was not large
enough for a man to get through.

"Hunter waited until his fellow-grooms had returned, when he
sent a message to the trainer and told him what had occurred.
Straker was excited at hearing the account, although he does not
seem to have quite realized its true significance. It left him,
however, vaguely uneasy, and Mrs. Straker, waking at one in the
morning, found that he was dressing. In reply to her inquiries, he
said that he could not sleep on account of his anxiety about the
horses, and that he intended to walk down to the stables to see
that all was well. She begged him to remain at home, as she could
hear the rain pattering against the window, but in spite of her
entreaties he pulled on his large mackintosh and left the
house.

"Mrs. Straker awoke at seven in the morning, to find that her
husband had not yet returned. She dressed herself hastily, called
the maid, and set off for the stables. The door was open; inside,
huddled together upon a chair, Hunter was sunk in a state of
absolute stupor, the favorite's stall was empty, and there were no
signs of his trainer.

"The two lads who slept in the chaff-cutting loft above the
harness-room were quickly aroused. They had heard nothing during
the night, for they are both sound sleepers. Hunter was obviously
under the influence of some powerful drug, and as no sense could be
got out of him, he was left to sleep it off while the two lads and
the two women ran out in search of the absentees. They still had
hopes that the trainer had for some reason taken out the horse for
early exercise, but on ascending the knoll near the house, from
which all the neighboring moors were visible, they not only could
see no signs of the missing favorite, but they perceived something
which warned them that they were in the presence of a tragedy.

"About a quarter of a mile from the stables John Straker's
overcoat was flapping from a furze-bush. Immediately beyond there
was a bowl-shaped depression in the moor, and at the bottom of this
was found the dead body of the unfortunate trainer. His head had
been shattered by a savage blow from some heavy weapon, and he was
wounded on the thigh, where there was a long, clean cut, inflicted
evidently by some very sharp instrument. It was clear, however,
that Straker had defended himself vigorously against his
assailants, for in his right hand he held a small knife, which was
clotted with blood up to the handle, while in his left he clasped a
red and black silk cravat, which was recognized by the maid as
having been worn on the preceding evening by the stranger who had
visited the stables. Hunter, on recovering from his stupor, was
also quite positive as to the ownership of the cravat. He was
equally certain that the same stranger had, while standing at the
window, drugged his curried mutton, and so deprived the stables of
their watchman. As to the missing horse, there were abundant proofs
in the mud which lay at the bottom of the fatal hollow that he had
been there at the time of the struggle. But from that morning he
has disappeared, and although a large reward has been offered, and
all the gypsies of Dartmoor are on the alert, no news has come of
him. Finally, an analysis has shown that the remains of his supper
left by the stable-lad contain an appreciable quantity of powdered
opium, while the people at the house partook of the same dish on
the same night without any ill effect.

"Those are the main facts of the case, stripped of all surmise,
and stated as baldly as possible. I shall now recapitulate what the
police have done in the matter.

"Inspector Gregory, to whom the case has been committed, is an
extremely competent officer. Were he but gifted with imagination he
might rise to great heights in his profession. On his arrival he
promptly found and arrested the man upon whom suspicion naturally
rested. There was little difficulty in finding him, for he
inhabited one of those villas which I have mentioned. His name, it
appears, was Fitzroy Simpson. He was a man of excellent birth and
education, who had squandered a fortune upon the turf, and who
lived now by doing a little quiet and genteel book-making in the
sporting clubs of London. An examination of his betting-book shows
that bets to the amount of five thousand pounds had been registered
by him against the favorite. On being arrested he volunteered that
statement that he had come down to Dartmoor in the hope of getting
some information about the King's Pyland horses, and also about
Desborough, the second favorite, which was in charge of Silas Brown
at the Mapleton stables. He did not attempt to deny that he had
acted as described upon the evening before, but declared that he
had no sinister designs, and had simply wished to obtain first-hand
information. When confronted with his cravat, he turned very pale,
and was utterly unable to account for its presence in the hand of
the murdered man. His wet clothing showed that he had been out in
the storm of the night before, and his stick, which was a
Penang-lawyer weighted with lead, was just such a weapon as might,
by repeated blows, have inflicted the terrible injuries to which
the trainer had succumbed. On the other hand, there was no wound
upon his person, while the state of Straker's knife would show that
one at least of his assailants must bear his mark upon him. There
you have it all in a nutshell, Watson, and if you can give me any
light I shall be infinitely obliged to you."

I had listened with the greatest interest to the statement which
Holmes, with characteristic clearness, had laid before me. Though
most of the facts were familiar to me, I had not sufficiently
appreciated their relative importance, nor their connection to each
other.

"Is it not possible," I suggested, "that the incised wound upon
Straker may have been caused by his own knife in the convulsive
struggles which follow any brain injury?"

"It is more than possible; it is probable," said Holmes. "In
that case one of the main points in favor of the accused
disappears."

"And yet," said I, "even now I fail to understand what the
theory of the police can be."

"I am afraid that whatever theory we state has very grave
objections to it," returned my companion. "The police imagine, I
take it, that this Fitzroy Simpson, having drugged the lad, and
having in some way obtained a duplicate key, opened the stable door
and took out the horse, with the intention, apparently, of
kidnapping him altogether. His bridle is missing, so that Simpson
must have put this on. Then, having left the door open behind him,
he was leading the horse away over the moor, when he was either met
or overtaken by the trainer. A row naturally ensued. Simpson beat
out the trainer's brains with his heavy stick without receiving any
injury from the small knife which Straker used in self-defence, and
then the thief either led the horse on to some secret hiding-place,
or else it may have bolted during the struggle, and be now
wandering out on the moors. That is the case as it appears to the
police, and improbable as it is, all other explanations are more
improbable still. However, I shall very quickly test the matter
when I am once upon the spot, and until then I cannot really see
how we can get much further than our present position."

It was evening before we reached the little town of Tavistock,
which lies, like the boss of a shield, in the middle of the huge
circle of Dartmoor. Two gentlemen were awaiting us in the
station—the one a tall, fair man with lion-like hair and beard and
curiously penetrating light blue eyes; the other a small, alert
person, very neat and dapper, in a frock-coat and gaiters, with
trim little side-whiskers and an eye-glass. The latter was Colonel
Ross, the well-known sportsman; the other, Inspector Gregory, a man
who was rapidly making his name in the English detective
service.

"I am delighted that you have come down, Mr. Holmes," said the
Colonel. "The Inspector here has done all that could possibly be
suggested, but I wish to leave no stone unturned in trying to
avenge poor Straker and in recovering my horse."

"Have there been any fresh developments?" asked Holmes.

"I am sorry to say that we have made very little progress," said
the Inspector. "We have an open carriage outside, and as you would
no doubt like to see the place before the light fails, we might
talk it over as we drive."

A minute later we were all seated in a comfortable landau, and
were rattling through the quaint old Devonshire city. Inspector
Gregory was full of his case, and poured out a stream of remarks,
while Holmes threw in an occasional question or interjection.
Colonel Ross leaned back with his arms folded and his hat tilted
over his eyes, while I listened with interest to the dialogue of
the two detectives. Gregory was formulating his theory, which was
almost exactly what Holmes had foretold in the train.

"The net is drawn pretty close round Fitzroy Simpson," he
remarked, "and I believe myself that he is our man. At the same
time I recognize that the evidence is purely circumstantial, and
that some new development may upset it."

"How about Straker's knife?"

"We have quite come to the conclusion that he wounded himself in
his fall."

"My friend Dr. Watson made that suggestion to me as we came
down. If so, it would tell against this man Simpson."

"Undoubtedly. He has neither a knife nor any sign of a wound.
The evidence against him is certainly very strong. He had a great
interest in the disappearance of the favorite. He lies under
suspicion of having poisoned the stable-boy, he was undoubtedly out
in the storm, he was armed with a heavy stick, and his cravat was
found in the dead man's hand. I really think we have enough to go
before a jury."

Holmes shook his head. "A clever counsel would tear it all to
rags," said he. "Why should he take the horse out of the stable? If
he wished to injure it why could he not do it there? Has a
duplicate key been found in his possession? What chemist sold him
the powdered opium? Above all, where could he, a stranger to the
district, hide a horse, and such a horse as this? What is his own
explanation as to the paper which he wished the maid to give to the
stable-boy?"

"He says that it was a ten-pound note. One was found in his
purse. But your other difficulties are not so formidable as they
seem. He is not a stranger to the district. He has twice lodged at
Tavistock in the summer. The opium was probably brought from
London. The key, having served its purpose, would be hurled away.
The horse may be at the bottom of one of the pits or old mines upon
the moor."

"What does he say about the cravat?"

"He acknowledges that it is his, and declares that he had lost
it. But a new element has been introduced into the case which may
account for his leading the horse from the stable."

Holmes pricked up his ears.

"We have found traces which show that a party of gypsies
encamped on Monday night within a mile of the spot where the murder
took place. On Tuesday they were gone. Now, presuming that there
was some understanding between Simpson and these gypsies, might he
not have been leading the horse to them when he was overtaken, and
may they not have him now?"

"It is certainly possible."

"The moor is being scoured for these gypsies. I have also
examined every stable and out-house in Tavistock, and for a radius
of ten miles."

"There is another training-stable quite close, I
understand?"

"Yes, and that is a factor which we must certainly not neglect.
As Desborough, their horse, was second in the betting, they had an
interest in the disappearance of the favorite. Silas Brown, the
trainer, is known to have had large bets upon the event, and he was
no friend to poor Straker. We have, however, examined the stables,
and there is nothing to connect him with the affair."

"And nothing to connect this man Simpson with the interests of
the Mapleton stables?"

"Nothing at all."

Holmes leaned back in the carriage, and the conversation ceased.
A few minutes later our driver pulled up at a neat little red-brick
villa with overhanging eaves which stood by the road. Some distance
off, across a paddock, lay a long gray-tiled out-building. In every
other direction the low curves of the moor, bronze-colored from the
fading ferns, stretched away to the sky-line, broken only by the
steeples of Tavistock, and by a cluster of houses away to the
westward which marked the Mapleton stables. We all sprang out with
the exception of Holmes, who continued to lean back with his eyes
fixed upon the sky in front of him, entirely absorbed in his own
thoughts. It was only when I touched his arm that he roused himself
with a violent start and stepped out of the carriage.

"Excuse me," said he, turning to Colonel Ross, who had looked at
him in some surprise. "I was day-dreaming." There was a gleam in
his eyes and a suppressed excitement in his manner which convinced
me, used as I was to his ways, that his hand was upon a clue,
though I could not imagine where he had found it.

"Perhaps you would prefer at once to go on to the scene of the
crime, Mr. Holmes?" said Gregory.

"I think that I should prefer to stay here a little and go into
one or two questions of detail. Straker was brought back here, I
presume?"

"Yes; he lies upstairs. The inquest is to-morrow."

"He has been in your service some years, Colonel Ross?"

"I have always found him an excellent servant."

"I presume that you made an inventory of what he had in his
pockets at the time of his death, Inspector?"

"I have the things themselves in the sitting-room, if you would
care to see them."

"I should be very glad." We all filed into the front room and
sat round the central table while the Inspector unlocked a square
tin box and laid a small heap of things before us. There was a box
of vestas, two inches of tallow candle, an A D P brier-root pipe, a
pouch of seal-skin with half an ounce of long-cut Cavendish, a
silver watch with a gold chain, five sovereigns in gold, an
aluminum pencil-case, a few papers, and an ivory-handled knife with
a very delicate, inflexible blade marked Weiss & Co.,
London.

"This is a very singular knife," said Holmes, lifting it up and
examining it minutely. "I presume, as I see blood-stains upon it,
that it is the one which was found in the dead man's grasp. Watson,
this knife is surely in your line?"

"It is what we call a cataract knife," said I.

"I thought so. A very delicate blade devised for very delicate
work. A strange thing for a man to carry with him upon a rough
expedition, especially as it would not shut in his pocket."

"The tip was guarded by a disk of cork which we found beside his
body," said the Inspector. "His wife tells us that the knife had
lain upon the dressing-table, and that he had picked it up as he
left the room. It was a poor weapon, but perhaps the best that he
could lay his hands on at the moment."

"Very possible. How about these papers?"

"Three of them are receipted hay-dealers' accounts. One of them
is a letter of instructions from Colonel Ross. This other is a
milliner's account for thirty-seven pounds fifteen made out by
Madame Lesurier, of Bond Street, to William Derbyshire. Mrs.
Straker tells us that Derbyshire was a friend of her husband's and
that occasionally his letters were addressed here."

"Madam Derbyshire had somewhat expensive tastes," remarked
Holmes, glancing down the account. "Twenty-two guineas is rather
heavy for a single costume. However there appears to be nothing
more to learn, and we may now go down to the scene of the
crime."

As we emerged from the sitting-room a woman, who had been
waiting in the passage, took a step forward and laid her hand upon
the Inspector's sleeve. Her face was haggard and thin and eager,
stamped with the print of a recent horror.

"Have you got them? Have you found them?" she panted.

"No, Mrs. Straker. But Mr. Holmes here has come from London to
help us, and we shall do all that is possible."

"Surely I met you in Plymouth at a garden-party some little time
ago, Mrs. Straker?" said Holmes.

"No, sir; you are mistaken."

"Dear me! Why, I could have sworn to it. You wore a costume of
dove-colored silk with ostrich-feather trimming."

"I never had such a dress, sir," answered the lady.

"Ah, that quite settles it," said Holmes. And with an apology he
followed the Inspector outside. A short walk across the moor took
us to the hollow in which the body had been found. At the brink of
it was the furze-bush upon which the coat had been hung.

"There was no wind that night, I understand," said Holmes.

"None; but very heavy rain."

"In that case the overcoat was not blown against the furze-bush,
but placed there."

"Yes, it was laid across the bush."

"You fill me with interest, I perceive that the ground has been
trampled up a good deal. No doubt many feet have been here since
Monday night."

"A piece of matting has been laid here at the side, and we have
all stood upon that."

"Excellent."

"In this bag I have one of the boots which Straker wore, one of
Fitzroy Simpson's shoes, and a cast horseshoe of Silver Blaze."

"My dear Inspector, you surpass yourself!" Holmes took the bag,
and, descending into the hollow, he pushed the matting into a more
central position. Then stretching himself upon his face and leaning
his chin upon his hands, he made a careful study of the trampled
mud in front of him. "Hullo!" said he, suddenly. "What's this?" It
was a wax vesta half burned, which was so coated with mud that it
looked at first like a little chip of wood.

"I cannot think how I came to overlook it," said the Inspector,
with an expression of annoyance.

"It was invisible, buried in the mud. I only saw it because I
was looking for it."

"What! You expected to find it?"

"I thought it not unlikely."

He took the boots from the bag, and compared the impressions of
each of them with marks upon the ground. Then he clambered up to
the rim of the hollow, and crawled about among the ferns and
bushes.

"I am afraid that there are no more tracks," said the Inspector.
"I have examined the ground very carefully for a hundred yards in
each direction."

"Indeed!" said Holmes, rising. "I should not have the
impertinence to do it again after what you say. But I should like
to take a little walk over the moor before it grows dark, that I
may know my ground to-morrow, and I think that I shall put this
horseshoe into my pocket for luck."

Colonel Ross, who had shown some signs of impatience at my
companion's quiet and systematic method of work, glanced at his
watch. "I wish you would come back with me, Inspector," said he.
"There are several points on which I should like your advice, and
especially as to whether we do not owe it to the public to remove
our horse's name from the entries for the Cup."

"Certainly not," cried Holmes, with decision. "I should let the
name stand."

The Colonel bowed. "I am very glad to have had your opinion,
sir," said he. "You will find us at poor Straker's house when you
have finished your walk, and we can drive together into
Tavistock."

He turned back with the Inspector, while Holmes and I walked
slowly across the moor. The sun was beginning to sink behind the
stables of Mapleton, and the long, sloping plain in front of us was
tinged with gold, deepening into rich, ruddy browns where the faded
ferns and brambles caught the evening light. But the glories of the
landscape were all wasted upon my companion, who was sunk in the
deepest thought.

"It's this way, Watson," said he at last. "We may leave the
question of who killed John Straker for the instant, and confine
ourselves to finding out what has become of the horse. Now,
supposing that he broke away during or after the tragedy, where
could he have gone to? The horse is a very gregarious creature. If
left to himself his instincts would have been either to return to
King's Pyland or go over to Mapleton. Why should he run wild upon
the moor? He would surely have been seen by now. And why should
gypsies kidnap him? These people always clear out when they hear of
trouble, for they do not wish to be pestered by the police. They
could not hope to sell such a horse. They would run a great risk
and gain nothing by taking him. Surely that is clear."

"Where is he, then?"

"I have already said that he must have gone to King's Pyland or
to Mapleton. He is not at King's Pyland. Therefore he is at
Mapleton. Let us take that as a working hypothesis and see what it
leads us to. This part of the moor, as the Inspector remarked, is
very hard and dry. But it falls away towards Mapleton, and you can
see from here that there is a long hollow over yonder, which must
have been very wet on Monday night. If our supposition is correct,
then the horse must have crossed that, and there is the point where
we should look for his tracks."

We had been walking briskly during this conversation, and a few
more minutes brought us to the hollow in question. At Holmes'
request I walked down the bank to the right, and he to the left,
but I had not taken fifty paces before I heard him give a shout,
and saw him waving his hand to me. The track of a horse was plainly
outlined in the soft earth in front of him, and the shoe which he
took from his pocket exactly fitted the impression.

"See the value of imagination," said Holmes. "It is the one
quality which Gregory lacks. We imagined what might have happened,
acted upon the supposition, and find ourselves justified. Let us
proceed."

We crossed the marshy bottom and passed over a quarter of a mile
of dry, hard turf. Again the ground sloped, and again we came on
the tracks. Then we lost them for half a mile, but only to pick
them up once more quite close to Mapleton. It was Holmes who saw
them first, and he stood pointing with a look of triumph upon his
face. A man's track was visible beside the horse's.

"The horse was alone before," I cried.

"Quite so. It was alone before. Hullo, what is this?"

The double track turned sharp off and took the direction of
King's Pyland. Holmes whistled, and we both followed along after
it. His eyes were on the trail, but I happened to look a little to
one side, and saw to my surprise the same tracks coming back again
in the opposite direction.

"One for you, Watson," said Holmes, when I pointed it out. "You
have saved us a long walk, which would have brought us back on our
own traces. Let us follow the return track."

We had not to go far. It ended at the paving of asphalt which
led up to the gates of the Mapleton stables. As we approached, a
groom ran out from them.

"We don't want any loiterers about here," said he.

"I only wished to ask a question," said Holmes, with his finger
and thumb in his waistcoat pocket. "Should I be too early to see
your master, Mr. Silas Brown, if I were to call at five o'clock
to-morrow morning?"

"Bless you, sir, if any one is about he will be, for he is
always the first stirring. But here he is, sir, to answer your
questions for himself. No, sir, no; it is as much as my place is
worth to let him see me touch your money. Afterwards, if you
like."

As Sherlock Holmes replaced the half-crown which he had drawn
from his pocket, a fierce-looking elderly man strode out from the
gate with a hunting-crop swinging in his hand.

"What's this, Dawson!" he cried. "No gossiping! Go about your
business! And you, what the devil do you want here?"

"Ten minutes' talk with you, my good sir," said Holmes in the
sweetest of voices.

"I've no time to talk to every gadabout. We want no stranger
here. Be off, or you may find a dog at your heels."

Holmes leaned forward and whispered something in the trainer's
ear. He started violently and flushed to the temples.

"It's a lie!" he shouted, "an infernal lie!"

"Very good. Shall we argue about it here in public or talk it
over in your parlor?"

"Oh, come in if you wish to."

Holmes smiled. "I shall not keep you more than a few minutes,
Watson," said he. "Now, Mr. Brown, I am quite at your
disposal."

It was twenty minutes, and the reds had all faded into grays
before Holmes and the trainer reappeared. Never have I seen such a
change as had been brought about in Silas Brown in that short time.
His face was ashy pale, beads of perspiration shone upon his brow,
and his hands shook until the hunting-crop wagged like a branch in
the wind. His bullying, overbearing manner was all gone too, and he
cringed along at my companion's side like a dog with its
master.

"Your instructions will be done. It shall all be done," said
he.

"There must be no mistake," said Holmes, looking round at him.
The other winced as he read the menace in his eyes.

"Oh no, there shall be no mistake. It shall be there. Should I
change it first or not?"

Holmes thought a little and then burst out laughing. "No,
don't," said he; "I shall write to you about it. No tricks, now,
or—"

"Oh, you can trust me, you can trust me!"

"Yes, I think I can. Well, you shall hear from me to-morrow." He
turned upon his heel, disregarding the trembling hand which the
other held out to him, and we set off for King's Pyland.

"A more perfect compound of the bully, coward, and sneak than
Master Silas Brown I have seldom met with," remarked Holmes as we
trudged along together.

"He has the horse, then?"

"He tried to bluster out of it, but I described to him so
exactly what his actions had been upon that morning that he is
convinced that I was watching him. Of course you observed the
peculiarly square toes in the impressions, and that his own boots
exactly corresponded to them. Again, of course no subordinate would
have dared to do such a thing. I described to him how, when
according to his custom he was the first down, he perceived a
strange horse wandering over the moor. How he went out to it, and
his astonishment at recognizing, from the white forehead which has
given the favorite its name, that chance had put in his power the
only horse which could beat the one upon which he had put his
money. Then I described how his first impulse had been to lead him
back to King's Pyland, and how the devil had shown him how he could
hide the horse until the race was over, and how he had led it back
and concealed it at Mapleton. When I told him every detail he gave
it up and thought only of saving his own skin."

"But his stables had been searched?"

"Oh, an old horse-faker like him has many a dodge."

"But are you not afraid to leave the horse in his power now,
since he has every interest in injuring it?"

"My dear fellow, he will guard it as the apple of his eye. He
knows that his only hope of mercy is to produce it safe."

"Colonel Ross did not impress me as a man who would be likely to
show much mercy in any case."

"The matter does not rest with Colonel Ross. I follow my own
methods, and tell as much or as little as I choose. That is the
advantage of being unofficial. I don't know whether you observed
it, Watson, but the Colonel's manner has been just a trifle
cavalier to me. I am inclined now to have a little amusement at his
expense. Say nothing to him about the horse."

"Certainly not without your permission."

"And of course this is all quite a minor point compared to the
question of who killed John Straker."

"And you will devote yourself to that?"

"On the contrary, we both go back to London by the night
train."

I was thunderstruck by my friend's words. We had only been a few
hours in Devonshire, and that he should give up an investigation
which he had begun so brilliantly was quite incomprehensible to me.
Not a word more could I draw from him until we were back at the
trainer's house. The Colonel and the Inspector were awaiting us in
the parlor.

"My friend and I return to town by the night-express," said
Holmes. "We have had a charming little breath of your beautiful
Dartmoor air."

The Inspector opened his eyes, and the Colonel's lip curled in a
sneer.

"So you despair of arresting the murderer of poor Straker," said
he.

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. "There are certainly grave
difficulties in the way," said he. "I have every hope, however,
that your horse will start upon Tuesday, and I beg that you will
have your jockey in readiness. Might I ask for a photograph of Mr.
John Straker?"

The Inspector took one from an envelope and handed it to
him.

"My dear Gregory, you anticipate all my wants. If I might ask
you to wait here for an instant, I have a question which I should
like to put to the maid."

"I must say that I am rather disappointed in our London
consultant," said Colonel Ross, bluntly, as my friend left the
room. "I do not see that we are any further than when he came."

"At least you have his assurance that your horse will run," said
I.

"Yes, I have his assurance," said the Colonel, with a shrug of
his shoulders. "I should prefer to have the horse."

I was about to make some reply in defence of my friend when he
entered the room again.

"Now, gentlemen," said he, "I am quite ready for Tavistock."

As we stepped into the carriage one of the stable-lads held the
door open for us. A sudden idea seemed to occur to Holmes, for he
leaned forward and touched the lad upon the sleeve.

"You have a few sheep in the paddock," he said. "Who attends to
them?"

"I do, sir."

"Have you noticed anything amiss with them of late?"

"Well, sir, not of much account; but three of them have gone
lame, sir."

I could see that Holmes was extremely pleased, for he chuckled
and rubbed his hands together.

"A long shot, Watson; a very long shot," said he, pinching my
arm. "Gregory, let me recommend to your attention this singular
epidemic among the sheep. Drive on, coachman!"

Colonel Ross still wore an expression which showed the poor
opinion which he had formed of my companion's ability, but I saw by
the Inspector's face that his attention had been keenly
aroused.

"You consider that to be important?" he asked.

"Exceedingly so."

"Is there any point to which you would wish to draw my
attention?"

"To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time."

"The dog did nothing in the night-time."

"That was the curious incident," remarked Sherlock Holmes.

Four days later Holmes and I were again in the train, bound for
Winchester to see the race for the Wessex Cup. Colonel Ross met us
by appointment outside the station, and we drove in his drag to the
course beyond the town. His face was grave, and his manner was cold
in the extreme.

"I have seen nothing of my horse," said he.

"I suppose that you would know him when you saw him?" asked
Holmes.

The Colonel was very angry. "I have been on the turf for twenty
years, and never was asked such a question as that before," said
he. "A child would know Silver Blaze, with his white forehead and
his mottled off-foreleg."

"How is the betting?"

"Well, that is the curious part of it. You could have got
fifteen to one yesterday, but the price has become shorter and
shorter, until you can hardly get three to one now."

"Hum!" said Holmes. "Somebody knows something, that is
clear."

As the drag drew up in the enclosure near the grand stand I
glanced at the card to see the entries.

Wessex Plate [it ran] 50 sovs each h ft with 1000 sovs added for
four and five year olds. Second, L300. Third, L200. New course (one
mile and five furlongs). Mr. Heath Newton's The Negro. Red cap.
Cinnamon jacket. Colonel Wardlaw's Pugilist. Pink cap. Blue and
black jacket. Lord Backwater's Desborough. Yellow cap and sleeves.
Colonel Ross's Silver Blaze. Black cap. Red jacket. Duke of
Balmoral's Iris. Yellow and black stripes. Lord Singleford's
Rasper. Purple cap. Black sleeves.

"We scratched our other one, and put all hopes on your word,"
said the Colonel. "Why, what is that? Silver Blaze favorite?"

"Five to four against Silver Blaze!" roared the ring. "Five to
four against Silver Blaze! Five to fifteen against Desborough! Five
to four on the field!"

"There are the numbers up," I cried. "They are all six
there."

"All six there? Then my horse is running," cried the Colonel in
great agitation. "But I don't see him. My colors have not
passed."

"Only five have passed. This must be he."

As I spoke a powerful bay horse swept out from the weighing
enclosure and cantered past us, bearing on its back the well-known
black and red of the Colonel.

"That's not my horse," cried the owner. "That beast has not a
white hair upon its body. What is this that you have done, Mr.
Holmes?"

"Well, well, let us see how he gets on," said my friend,
imperturbably. For a few minutes he gazed through my field-glass.
"Capital! An excellent start!" he cried suddenly. "There they are,
coming round the curve!"

From our drag we had a superb view as they came up the straight.
The six horses were so close together that a carpet could have
covered them, but half way up the yellow of the Mapleton stable
showed to the front. Before they reached us, however, Desborough's
bolt was shot, and the Colonel's horse, coming away with a rush,
passed the post a good six lengths before its rival, the Duke of
Balmoral's Iris making a bad third.

"It's my race, anyhow," gasped the Colonel, passing his hand
over his eyes. "I confess that I can make neither head nor tail of
it. Don't you think that you have kept up your mystery long enough,
Mr. Holmes?"

"Certainly, Colonel, you shall know everything. Let us all go
round and have a look at the horse together. Here he is," he
continued, as we made our way into the weighing enclosure, where
only owners and their friends find admittance. "You have only to
wash his face and his leg in spirits of wine, and you will find
that he is the same old Silver Blaze as ever."

"You take my breath away!"

"I found him in the hands of a faker, and took the liberty of
running him just as he was sent over."

"My dear sir, you have done wonders. The horse looks very fit
and well. It never went better in its life. I owe you a thousand
apologies for having doubted your ability. You have done me a great
service by recovering my horse. You would do me a greater still if
you could lay your hands on the murderer of John Straker."

"I have done so," said Holmes quietly.

The Colonel and I stared at him in amazement. "You have got him!
Where is he, then?"

"He is here."

"Here! Where?"

"In my company at the present moment."

The Colonel flushed angrily. "I quite recognize that I am under
obligations to you, Mr. Holmes," said he, "but I must regard what
you have just said as either a very bad joke or an insult."

Sherlock Holmes laughed. "I assure you that I have not
associated you with the crime, Colonel," said he. "The real
murderer is standing immediately behind you." He stepped past and
laid his hand upon the glossy neck of the thoroughbred.

"The horse!" cried both the Colonel and myself.

"Yes, the horse. And it may lessen his guilt if I say that it
was done in self-defence, and that John Straker was a man who was
entirely unworthy of your confidence. But there goes the bell, and
as I stand to win a little on this next race, I shall defer a
lengthy explanation until a more fitting time."

We had the corner of a Pullman car to ourselves that evening as
we whirled back to London, and I fancy that the journey was a short
one to Colonel Ross as well as to myself, as we listened to our
companion's narrative of the events which had occurred at the
Dartmoor training-stables upon the Monday night, and the means by
which he had unravelled them.

"I confess," said he, "that any theories which I had formed from
the newspaper reports were entirely erroneous. And yet there were
indications there, had they not been overlaid by other details
which concealed their true import. I went to Devonshire with the
conviction that Fitzroy Simpson was the true culprit, although, of
course, I saw that the evidence against him was by no means
complete. It was while I was in the carriage, just as we reached
the trainer's house, that the immense significance of the curried
mutton occurred to me. You may remember that I was distrait, and
remained sitting after you had all alighted. I was marvelling in my
own mind how I could possibly have overlooked so obvious a
clue."

"I confess," said the Colonel, "that even now I cannot see how
it helps us."

"It was the first link in my chain of reasoning. Powdered opium
is by no means tasteless. The flavor is not disagreeable, but it is
perceptible. Were it mixed with any ordinary dish the eater would
undoubtedly detect it, and would probably eat no more. A curry was
exactly the medium which would disguise this taste. By no possible
supposition could this stranger, Fitzroy Simpson, have caused curry
to be served in the trainer's family that night, and it is surely
too monstrous a coincidence to suppose that he happened to come
along with powdered opium upon the very night when a dish happened
to be served which would disguise the flavor. That is unthinkable.
Therefore Simpson becomes eliminated from the case, and our
attention centers upon Straker and his wife, the only two people
who could have chosen curried mutton for supper that night. The
opium was added after the dish was set aside for the stable-boy,
for the others had the same for supper with no ill effects. Which
of them, then, had access to that dish without the maid seeing
them?

"Before deciding that question I had grasped the significance of
the silence of the dog, for one true inference invariably suggests
others. The Simpson incident had shown me that a dog was kept in
the stables, and yet, though some one had been in and had fetched
out a horse, he had not barked enough to arouse the two lads in the
loft. Obviously the midnight visitor was some one whom the dog knew
well.

"I was already convinced, or almost convinced, that John Straker
went down to the stables in the dead of the night and took out
Silver Blaze. For what purpose? For a dishonest one, obviously, or
why should he drug his own stable-boy? And yet I was at a loss to
know why. There have been cases before now where trainers have made
sure of great sums of money by laying against their own horses,
through agents, and then preventing them from winning by fraud.
Sometimes it is a pulling jockey. Sometimes it is some surer and
subtler means. What was it here? I hoped that the contents of his
pockets might help me to form a conclusion.

"And they did so. You cannot have forgotten the singular knife
which was found in the dead man's hand, a knife which certainly no
sane man would choose for a weapon. It was, as Dr. Watson told us,
a form of knife which is used for the most delicate operations
known in surgery. And it was to be used for a delicate operation
that night. You must know, with your wide experience of turf
matters, Colonel Ross, that it is possible to make a slight nick
upon the tendons of a horse's ham, and to do it subcutaneously, so
as to leave absolutely no trace. A horse so treated would develop a
slight lameness, which would be put down to a strain in exercise or
a touch of rheumatism, but never to foul play."

"Villain! Scoundrel!" cried the Colonel.

"We have here the explanation of why John Straker wished to take
the horse out on to the moor. So spirited a creature would have
certainly roused the soundest of sleepers when it felt the prick of
the knife. It was absolutely necessary to do it in the open
air."

"I have been blind!" cried the Colonel. "Of course that was why
he needed the candle, and struck the match."

"Undoubtedly. But in examining his belongings I was fortunate
enough to discover not only the method of the crime, but even its
motives. As a man of the world, Colonel, you know that men do not
carry other people's bills about in their pockets. We have most of
us quite enough to do to settle our own. I at once concluded that
Straker was leading a double life, and keeping a second
establishment. The nature of the bill showed that there was a lady
in the case, and one who had expensive tastes. Liberal as you are
with your servants, one can hardly expect that they can buy
twenty-guinea walking dresses for their ladies. I questioned Mrs.
Straker as to the dress without her knowing it, and having
satisfied myself that it had never reached her, I made a note of
the milliner's address, and felt that by calling there with
Straker's photograph I could easily dispose of the mythical
Derbyshire.

"From that time on all was plain. Straker had led out the horse
to a hollow where his light would be invisible. Simpson in his
flight had dropped his cravat, and Straker had picked it up—with
some idea, perhaps, that he might use it in securing the horse's
leg. Once in the hollow, he had got behind the horse and had struck
a light; but the creature frightened at the sudden glare, and with
the strange instinct of animals feeling that some mischief was
intended, had lashed out, and the steel shoe had struck Straker
full on the forehead. He had already, in spite of the rain, taken
off his overcoat in order to do his delicate task, and so, as he
fell, his knife gashed his thigh. Do I make it clear?"

"Wonderful!" cried the Colonel. "Wonderful! You might have been
there!"

"My final shot was, I confess a very long one. It struck me that
so astute a man as Straker would not undertake this delicate
tendon-nicking without a little practice. What could he practice
on? My eyes fell upon the sheep, and I asked a question which,
rather to my surprise, showed that my surmise was correct.

"When I returned to London I called upon the milliner, who had
recognized Straker as an excellent customer of the name of
Derbyshire, who had a very dashing wife, with a strong partiality
for expensive dresses. I have no doubt that this woman had plunged
him over head and ears in debt, and so led him into this miserable
plot."

"You have explained all but one thing," cried the Colonel.
"Where was the horse?"

"Ah, it bolted, and was cared for by one of your neighbors. We
must have an amnesty in that direction, I think. This is Clapham
Junction, if I am not mistaken, and we shall be in Victoria in less
than ten minutes. If you care to smoke a cigar in our rooms,
Colonel, I shall be happy to give you any other details which might
interest you."










The Yellow Face


[In publishing these short sketches based upon the numerous
cases in which my companion's singular gifts have made us the
listeners to, and eventually the actors in, some strange drama, it
is only natural that I should dwell rather upon his successes than
upon his failures. And this not so much for the sake of his
reputation—for, indeed, it was when he was at his wits' end that
his energy and his versatility were most admirable—but because
where he failed it happened too often that no one else succeeded,
and that the tale was left forever without a conclusion. Now and
again, however, it chanced that even when he erred, the truth was
still discovered. I have noted of some half-dozen cases of the
kind; the Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual and that which I am
about to recount are the two which present the strongest features
of interest.]

Sherlock Holmes was a man who seldom took exercise for
exercise's sake. Few men were capable of greater muscular effort,
and he was undoubtedly one of the finest boxers of his weight that
I have ever seen; but he looked upon aimless bodily exertion as a
waste of energy, and he seldom bestirred himself save when there
was some professional object to be served. Then he was absolutely
untiring and indefatigable. That he should have kept himself in
training under such circumstances is remarkable, but his diet was
usually of the sparest, and his habits were simple to the verge of
austerity. Save for the occasional use of cocaine, he had no vices,
and he only turned to the drug as a protest against the monotony of
existence when cases were scanty and the papers uninteresting.

One day in early spring he had so far relaxed as to go for a
walk with me in the Park, where the first faint shoots of green
were breaking out upon the elms, and the sticky spear-heads of the
chestnuts were just beginning to burst into their five-fold leaves.
For two hours we rambled about together, in silence for the most
part, as befits two men who know each other intimately. It was
nearly five before we were back in Baker Street once more.

"Beg pardon, sir," said our page-boy, as he opened the door.
"There's been a gentleman here asking for you, sir."

Holmes glanced reproachfully at me. "So much for afternoon
walks!" said he. "Has this gentleman gone, then?"

"Yes, sir."

"Didn't you ask him in?"

"Yes, sir; he came in."

"How long did he wait?"

"Half an hour, sir. He was a very restless gentleman, sir,
a-walkin' and a-stampin' all the time he was here. I was waitin'
outside the door, sir, and I could hear him. At last he outs into
the passage, and he cries, 'Is that man never goin' to come?' Those
were his very words, sir. 'You'll only need to wait a little
longer,' says I. 'Then I'll wait in the open air, for I feel half
choked,' says he. 'I'll be back before long.' And with that he ups
and he outs, and all I could say wouldn't hold him back."

"Well, well, you did your best," said Holmes, as we walked into
our room. "It's very annoying, though, Watson. I was badly in need
of a case, and this looks, from the man's impatience, as if it were
of importance. Hullo! That's not your pipe on the table. He must
have left his behind him. A nice old brier with a good long stem of
what the tobacconists call amber. I wonder how many real amber
mouthpieces there are in London? Some people think that a fly in it
is a sign. Well, he must have been disturbed in his mind to leave a
pipe behind him which he evidently values highly."

"How do you know that he values it highly?" I asked.

"Well, I should put the original cost of the pipe at seven and
sixpence. Now it has, you see, been twice mended, once in the
wooden stem and once in the amber. Each of these mends, done, as
you observe, with silver bands, must have cost more than the pipe
did originally. The man must value the pipe highly when he prefers
to patch it up rather than buy a new one with the same money."

"Anything else?" I asked, for Holmes was turning the pipe about
in his hand, and staring at it in his peculiar pensive way.

He held it up and tapped on it with his long, thin fore-finger,
as a professor might who was lecturing on a bone.

"Pipes are occasionally of extraordinary interest," said he.
"Nothing has more individuality, save perhaps watches and
bootlaces. The indications here, however, are neither very marked
nor very important. The owner is obviously a muscular man,
left-handed, with an excellent set of teeth, careless in his
habits, and with no need to practise economy."

My friend threw out the information in a very offhand way, but I
saw that he cocked his eye at me to see if I had followed his
reasoning.

"You think a man must be well-to-do if he smokes a
seven-shilling pipe," said I.

"This is Grosvenor mixture at eightpence an ounce," Holmes
answered, knocking a little out on his palm. "As he might get an
excellent smoke for half the price, he has no need to practise
economy."

"And the other points?"

"He has been in the habit of lighting his pipe at lamps and
gas-jets. You can see that it is quite charred all down one side.
Of course a match could not have done that. Why should a man hold a
match to the side of his pipe? But you cannot light it at a lamp
without getting the bowl charred. And it is all on the right side
of the pipe. From that I gather that he is a left-handed man. You
hold your own pipe to the lamp, and see how naturally you, being
right-handed, hold the left side to the flame. You might do it once
the other way, but not as a constancy. This has always been held
so. Then he has bitten through his amber. It takes a muscular,
energetic fellow, and one with a good set of teeth, to do that. But
if I am not mistaken I hear him upon the stair, so we shall have
something more interesting than his pipe to study."

An instant later our door opened, and a tall young man entered
the room. He was well but quietly dressed in a dark-gray suit, and
carried a brown wide-awake in his hand. I should have put him at
about thirty, though he was really some years older.

"I beg your pardon," said he, with some embarrassment; "I
suppose I should have knocked. Yes, of course I should have
knocked. The fact is that I am a little upset, and you must put it
all down to that." He passed his hand over his forehead like a man
who is half dazed, and then fell rather than sat down upon a
chair.

"I can see that you have not slept for a night or two," said
Holmes, in his easy, genial way. "That tries a man's nerves more
than work, and more even than pleasure. May I ask how I can help
you?"

"I wanted your advice, sir. I don't know what to do and my whole
life seems to have gone to pieces."

"You wish to employ me as a consulting detective?"

"Not that only. I want your opinion as a judicious man—as a man
of the world. I want to know what I ought to do next. I hope to God
you'll be able to tell me."

He spoke in little, sharp, jerky outbursts, and it seemed to me
that to speak at all was very painful to him, and that his will all
through was overriding his inclinations.

"It's a very delicate thing," said he. "One does not like to
speak of one's domestic affairs to strangers. It seems dreadful to
discuss the conduct of one's wife with two men whom I have never
seen before. It's horrible to have to do it. But I've got to the
end of my tether, and I must have advice."

"My dear Mr. Grant Munro—" began Holmes.

Our visitor sprang from his chair. "What!" he cried, "you know
my name?"

"If you wish to preserve your incognito," said Holmes, smiling,
"I would suggest that you cease to write your name upon the lining
of your hat, or else that you turn the crown towards the person
whom you are addressing. I was about to say that my friend and I
have listened to a good many strange secrets in this room, and that
we have had the good fortune to bring peace to many troubled souls.
I trust that we may do as much for you. Might I beg you, as time
may prove to be of importance, to furnish me with the facts of your
case without further delay?"

Our visitor again passed his hand over his forehead, as if he
found it bitterly hard. From every gesture and expression I could
see that he was a reserved, self-contained man, with a dash of
pride in his nature, more likely to hide his wounds than to expose
them. Then suddenly, with a fierce gesture of his closed hand, like
one who throws reserve to the winds, he began.

"The facts are these, Mr. Holmes," said he. "I am a married man,
and have been so for three years. During that time my wife and I
have loved each other as fondly and lived as happily as any two
that ever were joined. We have not had a difference, not one, in
thought or word or deed. And now, since last Monday, there has
suddenly sprung up a barrier between us, and I find that there is
something in her life and in her thought of which I know as little
as if she were the woman who brushes by me in the street. We are
estranged, and I want to know why.

"Now there is one thing that I want to impress upon you before I
go any further, Mr. Holmes. Effie loves me. Don't let there be any
mistake about that. She loves me with her whole heart and soul, and
never more than now. I know it. I feel it. I don't want to argue
about that. A man can tell easily enough when a woman loves him.
But there's this secret between us, and we can never be the same
until it is cleared."

"Kindly let me have the facts, Mr. Munro," said Holmes, with
some impatience.

"I'll tell you what I know about Effie's history. She was a
widow when I met her first, though quite young—only twenty-five.
Her name then was Mrs. Hebron. She went out to America when she was
young, and lived in the town of Atlanta, where she married this
Hebron, who was a lawyer with a good practice. They had one child,
but the yellow fever broke out badly in the place, and both husband
and child died of it. I have seen his death certificate. This
sickened her of America, and she came back to live with a maiden
aunt at Pinner, in Middlesex. I may mention that her husband had
left her comfortably off, and that she had a capital of about four
thousand five hundred pounds, which had been so well invested by
him that it returned an average of seven per cent. She had only
been six months at Pinner when I met her; we fell in love with each
other, and we married a few weeks afterwards.

"I am a hop merchant myself, and as I have an income of seven or
eight hundred, we found ourselves comfortably off, and took a nice
eighty-pound-a-year villa at Norbury. Our little place was very
countrified, considering that it is so close to town. We had an inn
and two houses a little above us, and a single cottage at the other
side of the field which faces us, and except those there were no
houses until you got half way to the station. My business took me
into town at certain seasons, but in summer I had less to do, and
then in our country home my wife and I were just as happy as could
be wished. I tell you that there never was a shadow between us
until this accursed affair began.

"There's one thing I ought to tell you before I go further. When
we married, my wife made over all her property to me—rather against
my will, for I saw how awkward it would be if my business affairs
went wrong. However, she would have it so, and it was done. Well,
about six weeks ago she came to me.

"'Jack,' said she, 'when you took my money you said that if ever
I wanted any I was to ask you for it.'

"'Certainly,' said I. 'It's all your own.'

"'Well,' said she, 'I want a hundred pounds.'

"I was a bit staggered at this, for I had imagined it was simply
a new dress or something of the kind that she was after.

"'What on earth for?' I asked.

"'Oh,' said she, in her playful way, 'you said that you were
only my banker, and bankers never ask questions, you know.'

"'If you really mean it, of course you shall have the money,'
said I.

"'Oh, yes, I really mean it.'

"'And you won't tell me what you want it for?'

"'Some day, perhaps, but not just at present, Jack.'

"So I had to be content with that, though it was the first time
that there had ever been any secret between us. I gave her a check,
and I never thought any more of the matter. It may have nothing to
do with what came afterwards, but I thought it only right to
mention it.

"Well, I told you just now that there is a cottage not far from
our house. There is just a field between us, but to reach it you
have to go along the road and then turn down a lane. Just beyond it
is a nice little grove of Scotch firs, and I used to be very fond
of strolling down there, for trees are always a neighborly kind of
things. The cottage had been standing empty this eight months, and
it was a pity, for it was a pretty two-storied place, with an
old-fashioned porch and honeysuckle about it. I have stood many a
time and thought what a neat little homestead it would make.

"Well, last Monday evening I was taking a stroll down that way,
when I met an empty van coming up the lane, and saw a pile of
carpets and things lying about on the grass-plot beside the porch.
It was clear that the cottage had at last been let. I walked past
it, and wondered what sort of folk they were who had come to live
so near us. And as I looked I suddenly became aware that a face was
watching me out of one of the upper windows.

"I don't know what there was about that face, Mr. Holmes, but it
seemed to send a chill right down my back. I was some little way
off, so that I could not make out the features, but there was
something unnatural and inhuman about the face. That was the
impression that I had, and I moved quickly forwards to get a nearer
view of the person who was watching me. But as I did so the face
suddenly disappeared, so suddenly that it seemed to have been
plucked away into the darkness of the room. I stood for five
minutes thinking the business over, and trying to analyze my
impressions. I could not tell if the face were that of a man or a
woman. It had been too far from me for that. But its color was what
had impressed me most. It was of a livid chalky white, and with
something set and rigid about it which was shockingly unnatural. So
disturbed was I that I determined to see a little more of the new
inmates of the cottage. I approached and knocked at the door, which
was instantly opened by a tall, gaunt woman with a harsh,
forbidding face.

"'What may you be wantin'?' she asked, in a Northern accent.

"'I am your neighbor over yonder,' said I, nodding towards my
house. 'I see that you have only just moved in, so I thought that
if I could be of any help to you in any—'

"'Ay, we'll just ask ye when we want ye,' said she, and shut the
door in my face. Annoyed at the churlish rebuff, I turned my back
and walked home. All evening, though I tried to think of other
things, my mind would still turn to the apparition at the window
and the rudeness of the woman. I determined to say nothing about
the former to my wife, for she is a nervous, highly strung woman,
and I had no wish that she would share the unpleasant impression
which had been produced upon myself. I remarked to her, however,
before I fell asleep, that the cottage was now occupied, to which
she returned no reply.

"I am usually an extremely sound sleeper. It has been a standing
jest in the family that nothing could ever wake me during the
night. And yet somehow on that particular night, whether it may
have been the slight excitement produced by my little adventure or
not I know not, but I slept much more lightly than usual. Half in
my dreams I was dimly conscious that something was going on in the
room, and gradually became aware that my wife had dressed herself
and was slipping on her mantle and her bonnet. My lips were parted
to murmur out some sleepy words of surprise or remonstrance at this
untimely preparation, when suddenly my half-opened eyes fell upon
her face, illuminated by the candle-light, and astonishment held me
dumb. She wore an expression such as I had never seen before—such
as I should have thought her incapable of assuming. She was deadly
pale and breathing fast, glancing furtively towards the bed as she
fastened her mantle, to see if she had disturbed me. Then, thinking
that I was still asleep, she slipped noiselessly from the room, and
an instant later I heard a sharp creaking which could only come
from the hinges of the front door. I sat up in bed and rapped my
knuckles against the rail to make certain that I was truly awake.
Then I took my watch from under the pillow. It was three in the
morning. What on this earth could my wife be doing out on the
country road at three in the morning?

"I had sat for about twenty minutes turning the thing over in my
mind and trying to find some possible explanation. The more I
thought, the more extraordinary and inexplicable did it appear. I
was still puzzling over it when I heard the door gently close
again, and her footsteps coming up the stairs.

"'Where in the world have you been, Effie?' I asked as she
entered.

"She gave a violent start and a kind of gasping cry when I
spoke, and that cry and start troubled me more than all the rest,
for there was something indescribably guilty about them. My wife
had always been a woman of a frank, open nature, and it gave me a
chill to see her slinking into her own room, and crying out and
wincing when her own husband spoke to her.

"'You awake, Jack!' she cried, with a nervous laugh. 'Why, I
thought that nothing could awake you.'

"'Where have you been?' I asked, more sternly.

"'I don't wonder that you are surprised,' said she, and I could
see that her fingers were trembling as she undid the fastenings of
her mantle. 'Why, I never remember having done such a thing in my
life before. The fact is that I felt as though I were choking, and
had a perfect longing for a breath of fresh air. I really think
that I should have fainted if I had not gone out. I stood at the
door for a few minutes, and now I am quite myself again.'

"All the time that she was telling me this story she never once
looked in my direction, and her voice was quite unlike her usual
tones. It was evident to me that she was saying what was false. I
said nothing in reply, but turned my face to the wall, sick at
heart, with my mind filled with a thousand venomous doubts and
suspicions. What was it that my wife was concealing from me? Where
had she been during that strange expedition? I felt that I should
have no peace until I knew, and yet I shrank from asking her again
after once she had told me what was false. All the rest of the
night I tossed and tumbled, framing theory after theory, each more
unlikely than the last.

"I should have gone to the City that day, but I was too
disturbed in my mind to be able to pay attention to business
matters. My wife seemed to be as upset as myself, and I could see
from the little questioning glances which she kept shooting at me
that she understood that I disbelieved her statement, and that she
was at her wits' end what to do. We hardly exchanged a word during
breakfast, and immediately afterwards I went out for a walk, that I
might think the matter out in the fresh morning air.

"I went as far as the Crystal Palace, spent an hour in the
grounds, and was back in Norbury by one o'clock. It happened that
my way took me past the cottage, and I stopped for an instant to
look at the windows, and to see if I could catch a glimpse of the
strange face which had looked out at me on the day before. As I
stood there, imagine my surprise, Mr. Holmes, when the door
suddenly opened and my wife walked out.

"I was struck dumb with astonishment at the sight of her; but my
emotions were nothing to those which showed themselves upon her
face when our eyes met. She seemed for an instant to wish to shrink
back inside the house again; and then, seeing how useless all
concealment must be, she came forward, with a very white face and
frightened eyes which belied the smile upon her lips.

"'Ah, Jack,' she said, 'I have just been in to see if I can be
of any assistance to our new neighbors. Why do you look at me like
that, Jack? You are not angry with me?'

"'So,' said I, 'this is where you went during the night.'

"'What do you mean?' she cried.

"'You came here. I am sure of it. Who are these people, that you
should visit them at such an hour?'

"'I have not been here before.'

"'How can you tell me what you know is false?' I cried. 'Your
very voice changes as you speak. When have I ever had a secret from
you? I shall enter that cottage, and I shall probe the matter to
the bottom.'

"'No, no, Jack, for God's sake!' she gasped, in uncontrollable
emotion. Then, as I approached the door, she seized my sleeve and
pulled me back with convulsive strength.

"'I implore you not to do this, Jack,' she cried. 'I swear that
I will tell you everything some day, but nothing but misery can
come of it if you enter that cottage.' Then, as I tried to shake
her off, she clung to me in a frenzy of entreaty.

"'Trust me, Jack!' she cried. 'Trust me only this once. You will
never have cause to regret it. You know that I would not have a
secret from you if it were not for your own sake. Our whole lives
are at stake in this. If you come home with me, all will be well.
If you force your way into that cottage, all is over between
us.'

"There was such earnestness, such despair, in her manner that
her words arrested me, and I stood irresolute before the door.

"'I will trust you on one condition, and on one condition only,'
said I at last. 'It is that this mystery comes to an end from now.
You are at liberty to preserve your secret, but you must promise me
that there shall be no more nightly visits, no more doings which
are kept from my knowledge. I am willing to forget those which are
passed if you will promise that there shall be no more in the
future.'

"'I was sure that you would trust me,' she cried, with a great
sigh of relief. 'It shall be just as you wish. Come away—oh, come
away up to the house.'

"Still pulling at my sleeve, she led me away from the cottage.
As we went I glanced back, and there was that yellow livid face
watching us out of the upper window. What link could there be
between that creature and my wife? Or how could the coarse, rough
woman whom I had seen the day before be connected with her? It was
a strange puzzle, and yet I knew that my mind could never know ease
again until I had solved it.

"For two days after this I stayed at home, and my wife appeared
to abide loyally by our engagement, for, as far as I know, she
never stirred out of the house. On the third day, however, I had
ample evidence that her solemn promise was not enough to hold her
back from this secret influence which drew her away from her
husband and her duty.

"I had gone into town on that day, but I returned by the 2.40
instead of the 3.36, which is my usual train. As I entered the
house the maid ran into the hall with a startled face.

"'Where is your mistress?' I asked.

"'I think that she has gone out for a walk,' she answered.

"My mind was instantly filled with suspicion. I rushed upstairs
to make sure that she was not in the house. As I did so I happened
to glance out of one of the upper windows, and saw the maid with
whom I had just been speaking running across the field in the
direction of the cottage. Then of course I saw exactly what it all
meant. My wife had gone over there, and had asked the servant to
call her if I should return. Tingling with anger, I rushed down and
hurried across, determined to end the matter once and forever. I
saw my wife and the maid hurrying back along the lane, but I did
not stop to speak with them. In the cottage lay the secret which
was casting a shadow over my life. I vowed that, come what might,
it should be a secret no longer. I did not even knock when I
reached it, but turned the handle and rushed into the passage.

"It was all still and quiet upon the ground floor. In the
kitchen a kettle was singing on the fire, and a large black cat lay
coiled up in the basket; but there was no sign of the woman whom I
had seen before. I ran into the other room, but it was equally
deserted. Then I rushed up the stairs, only to find two other rooms
empty and deserted at the top. There was no one at all in the whole
house. The furniture and pictures were of the most common and
vulgar description, save in the one chamber at the window of which
I had seen the strange face. That was comfortable and elegant, and
all my suspicions rose into a fierce bitter flame when I saw that
on the mantelpiece stood a copy of a full-length photograph of my
wife, which had been taken at my request only three months ago.

"I stayed long enough to make certain that the house was
absolutely empty. Then I left it, feeling a weight at my heart such
as I had never had before. My wife came out into the hall as I
entered my house; but I was too hurt and angry to speak with her,
and pushing past her, I made my way into my study. She followed me,
however, before I could close the door.

"'I am sorry that I broke my promise, Jack,' said she; 'but if
you knew all the circumstances I am sure that you would forgive
me.'

"'Tell me everything, then,' said I.

"'I cannot, Jack, I cannot,' she cried.

"'Until you tell me who it is that has been living in that
cottage, and who it is to whom you have given that photograph,
there can never be any confidence between us,' said I, and breaking
away from her, I left the house. That was yesterday, Mr. Holmes,
and I have not seen her since, nor do I know anything more about
this strange business. It is the first shadow that has come between
us, and it has so shaken me that I do not know what I should do for
the best. Suddenly this morning it occurred to me that you were the
man to advise me, so I have hurried to you now, and I place myself
unreservedly in your hands. If there is any point which I have not
made clear, pray question me about it. But, above all, tell me
quickly what I am to do, for this misery is more than I can
bear."

Holmes and I had listened with the utmost interest to this
extraordinary statement, which had been delivered in the jerky,
broken fashion of a man who is under the influence of extreme
emotions. My companion sat silent for some time, with his chin upon
his hand, lost in thought.

"Tell me," said he at last, "could you swear that this was a
man's face which you saw at the window?"

"Each time that I saw it I was some distance away from it, so
that it is impossible for me to say."

"You appear, however, to have been disagreeably impressed by
it."

"It seemed to be of an unnatural color, and to have a strange
rigidity about the features. When I approached, it vanished with a
jerk."

"How long is it since your wife asked you for a hundred
pounds?"

"Nearly two months."

"Have you ever seen a photograph of her first husband?"

"No; there was a great fire at Atlanta very shortly after his
death, and all her papers were destroyed."

"And yet she had a certificate of death. You say that you saw
it."

"Yes; she got a duplicate after the fire."

"Did you ever meet any one who knew her in America?"

"No."

"Did she ever talk of revisiting the place?"

"No."

"Or get letters from it?"

"No."

"Thank you. I should like to think over the matter a little now.
If the cottage is now permanently deserted we may have some
difficulty. If, on the other hand, as I fancy is more likely, the
inmates were warned of your coming, and left before you entered
yesterday, then they may be back now, and we should clear it all up
easily. Let me advise you, then, to return to Norbury, and to
examine the windows of the cottage again. If you have reason to
believe that it is inhabited, do not force your way in, but send a
wire to my friend and me. We shall be with you within an hour of
receiving it, and we shall then very soon get to the bottom of the
business."

"And if it is still empty?"

"In that case I shall come out to-morrow and talk it over with
you. Good-by; and, above all, do not fret until you know that you
really have a cause for it."

"I am afraid that this is a bad business, Watson," said my
companion, as he returned after accompanying Mr. Grant Munro to the
door. "What do you make of it?"

"It had an ugly sound," I answered.

"Yes. There's blackmail in it, or I am much mistaken."

"And who is the blackmailer?"

"Well, it must be the creature who lives in the only comfortable
room in the place, and has her photograph above his fireplace. Upon
my word, Watson, there is something very attractive about that
livid face at the window, and I would not have missed the case for
worlds."

"You have a theory?"

"Yes, a provisional one. But I shall be surprised if it does not
turn out to be correct. This woman's first husband is in that
cottage."

"Why do you think so?"

"How else can we explain her frenzied anxiety that her second
one should not enter it? The facts, as I read them, are something
like this: This woman was married in America. Her husband developed
some hateful qualities; or shall we say that he contracted some
loathsome disease, and became a leper or an imbecile? She flies
from him at last, returns to England, changes her name, and starts
her life, as she thinks, afresh. She has been married three years,
and believes that her position is quite secure, having shown her
husband the death certificate of some man whose name she has
assumed, when suddenly her whereabouts is discovered by her first
husband; or, we may suppose, by some unscrupulous woman who has
attached herself to the invalid. They write to the wife, and
threaten to come and expose her. She asks for a hundred pounds, and
endeavors to buy them off. They come in spite of it, and when the
husband mentions casually to the wife that there are new-comers in
the cottage, she knows in some way that they are her pursuers. She
waits until her husband is asleep, and then she rushes down to
endeavor to persuade them to leave her in peace. Having no success,
she goes again next morning, and her husband meets her, as he has
told us, as she comes out. She promises him then not to go there
again, but two days afterwards the hope of getting rid of those
dreadful neighbors was too strong for her, and she made another
attempt, taking down with her the photograph which had probably
been demanded from her. In the midst of this interview the maid
rushed in to say that the master had come home, on which the wife,
knowing that he would come straight down to the cottage, hurried
the inmates out at the back door, into the grove of fir-trees,
probably, which was mentioned as standing near. In this way he
found the place deserted. I shall be very much surprised, however,
if it is still so when he reconnoitres it this evening. What do you
think of my theory?"

"It is all surmise."

"But at least it covers all the facts. When new facts come to
our knowledge which cannot be covered by it, it will be time enough
to reconsider it. We can do nothing more until we have a message
from our friend at Norbury."

But we had not a very long time to wait for that. It came just
as we had finished our tea. "The cottage is still tenanted," it
said. "Have seen the face again at the window. Will meet the seven
o'clock train, and will take no steps until you arrive."

He was waiting on the platform when we stepped out, and we could
see in the light of the station lamps that he was very pale, and
quivering with agitation.

"They are still there, Mr. Holmes," said he, laying his hand
hard upon my friend's sleeve. "I saw lights in the cottage as I
came down. We shall settle it now once and for all."

"What is your plan, then?" asked Holmes, as he walked down the
dark tree-lined road.

"I am going to force my way in and see for myself who is in the
house. I wish you both to be there as witnesses."

"You are quite determined to do this, in spite of your wife's
warning that it is better that you should not solve the
mystery?"

"Yes, I am determined."

"Well, I think that you are in the right. Any truth is better
than indefinite doubt. We had better go up at once. Of course,
legally, we are putting ourselves hopelessly in the wrong; but I
think that it is worth it."

It was a very dark night, and a thin rain began to fall as we
turned from the high road into a narrow lane, deeply rutted, with
hedges on either side. Mr. Grant Munro pushed impatiently forward,
however, and we stumbled after him as best we could.

"There are the lights of my house," he murmured, pointing to a
glimmer among the trees. "And here is the cottage which I am going
to enter."

We turned a corner in the lane as he spoke, and there was the
building close beside us. A yellow bar falling across the black
foreground showed that the door was not quite closed, and one
window in the upper story was brightly illuminated. As we looked,
we saw a dark blur moving across the blind.

"There is that creature!" cried Grant Munro. "You can see for
yourselves that some one is there. Now follow me, and we shall soon
know all."

We approached the door; but suddenly a woman appeared out of the
shadow and stood in the golden track of the lamp-light. I could not
see her face in the darkness, but her arms were thrown out in an
attitude of entreaty.

"For God's sake, don't Jack!" she cried. "I had a presentiment
that you would come this evening. Think better of it, dear! Trust
me again, and you will never have cause to regret it."

"I have trusted you too long, Effie," he cried, sternly. "Leave
go of me! I must pass you. My friends and I are going to settle
this matter once and forever!" He pushed her to one side, and we
followed closely after him. As he threw the door open an old woman
ran out in front of him and tried to bar his passage, but he thrust
her back, and an instant afterwards we were all upon the stairs.
Grant Munro rushed into the lighted room at the top, and we entered
at his heels.

It was a cosey, well-furnished apartment, with two candles
burning upon the table and two upon the mantelpiece. In the corner,
stooping over a desk, there sat what appeared to be a little girl.
Her face was turned away as we entered, but we could see that she
was dressed in a red frock, and that she had long white gloves on.
As she whisked round to us, I gave a cry of surprise and horror.
The face which she turned towards us was of the strangest livid
tint, and the features were absolutely devoid of any expression. An
instant later the mystery was explained. Holmes, with a laugh,
passed his hand behind the child's ear, a mask peeled off from her
countenance, and there was a little coal black negress, with all
her white teeth flashing in amusement at our amazed faces. I burst
out laughing, out of sympathy with her merriment; but Grant Munro
stood staring, with his hand clutching his throat.

"My God!" he cried. "What can be the meaning of this?"

"I will tell you the meaning of it," cried the lady, sweeping
into the room with a proud, set face. "You have forced me, against
my own judgment, to tell you, and now we must both make the best of
it. My husband died at Atlanta. My child survived."

"Your child?"

She drew a large silver locket from her bosom. "You have never
seen this open."

"I understood that it did not open."

She touched a spring, and the front hinged back. There was a
portrait within of a man strikingly handsome and
intelligent-looking, but bearing unmistakable signs upon his
features of his African descent.

"That is John Hebron, of Atlanta," said the lady, "and a nobler
man never walked the earth. I cut myself off from my race in order
to wed him, but never once while he lived did I for an instant
regret it. It was our misfortune that our only child took after his
people rather than mine. It is often so in such matches, and little
Lucy is darker far than ever her father was. But dark or fair, she
is my own dear little girlie, and her mother's pet." The little
creature ran across at the words and nestled up against the lady's
dress. "When I left her in America," she continued, "it was only
because her health was weak, and the change might have done her
harm. She was given to the care of a faithful Scotch woman who had
once been our servant. Never for an instant did I dream of
disowning her as my child. But when chance threw you in my way,
Jack, and I learned to love you, I feared to tell you about my
child. God forgive me, I feared that I should lose you, and I had
not the courage to tell you. I had to choose between you, and in my
weakness I turned away from my own little girl. For three years I
have kept her existence a secret from you, but I heard from the
nurse, and I knew that all was well with her. At last, however,
there came an overwhelming desire to see the child once more. I
struggled against it, but in vain. Though I knew the danger, I
determined to have the child over, if it were but for a few weeks.
I sent a hundred pounds to the nurse, and I gave her instructions
about this cottage, so that she might come as a neighbor, without
my appearing to be in any way connected with her. I pushed my
precautions so far as to order her to keep the child in the house
during the daytime, and to cover up her little face and hands so
that even those who might see her at the window should not gossip
about there being a black child in the neighborhood. If I had been
less cautious I might have been more wise, but I was half crazy
with fear that you should learn the truth.

"It was you who told me first that the cottage was occupied. I
should have waited for the morning, but I could not sleep for
excitement, and so at last I slipped out, knowing how difficult it
is to awake you. But you saw me go, and that was the beginning of
my troubles. Next day you had my secret at your mercy, but you
nobly refrained from pursuing your advantage. Three days later,
however, the nurse and child only just escaped from the back door
as you rushed in at the front one. And now to-night you at last
know all, and I ask you what is to become of us, my child and me?"
She clasped her hands and waited for an answer.

It was a long ten minutes before Grant Munro broke the silence,
and when his answer came it was one of which I love to think. He
lifted the little child, kissed her, and then, still carrying her,
he held his other hand out to his wife and turned towards the
door.

"We can talk it over more comfortably at home," said he. "I am
not a very good man, Effie, but I think that I am a better one than
you have given me credit for being."

Holmes and I followed them down the lane, and my friend plucked
at my sleeve as we came out.

"I think," said he, "that we shall be of more use in London than
in Norbury."

Not another word did he say of the case until late that night,
when he was turning away, with his lighted candle, for his
bedroom.

"Watson," said he, "if it should ever strike you that I am
getting a little over-confident in my powers, or giving less pains
to a case than it deserves, kindly whisper 'Norbury' in my ear, and
I shall be infinitely obliged to you."










The Stock-broker's Clerk


Shortly after my marriage I had bought a connection in the
Paddington district. Old Mr. Farquhar, from whom I purchased it,
had at one time an excellent general practice; but his age, and an
affliction of the nature of St. Vitus's dance from which he
suffered, had very much thinned it. The public not unnaturally goes
on the principle that he who would heal others must himself be
whole, and looks askance at the curative powers of the man whose
own case is beyond the reach of his drugs. Thus as my predecessor
weakened his practice declined, until when I purchased it from him
it had sunk from twelve hundred to little more than three hundred a
year. I had confidence, however, in my own youth and energy, and
was convinced that in a very few years the concern would be as
flourishing as ever.

For three months after taking over the practice I was kept very
closely at work, and saw little of my friend Sherlock Holmes, for I
was too busy to visit Baker Street, and he seldom went anywhere
himself save upon professional business. I was surprised,
therefore, when, one morning in June, as I sat reading the British
Medical Journal after breakfast, I heard a ring at the bell,
followed by the high, somewhat strident tones of my old companion's
voice.

"Ah, my dear Watson," said he, striding into the room, "I am
very delighted to see you! I trust that Mrs. Watson has entirely
recovered from all the little excitements connected with our
adventure of the Sign of Four."

"Thank you, we are both very well," said I, shaking him warmly
by the hand.

"And I hope, also," he continued, sitting down in the
rocking-chair, "that the cares of medical practice have not
entirely obliterated the interest which you used to take in our
little deductive problems."

"On the contrary," I answered, "it was only last night that I
was looking over my old notes, and classifying some of our past
results."

"I trust that you don't consider your collection closed."

"Not at all. I should wish nothing better than to have some more
of such experiences."

"To-day, for example?"

"Yes, to-day, if you like."

"And as far off as Birmingham?"

"Certainly, if you wish it."

"And the practice?"

"I do my neighbor's when he goes. He is always ready to work off
the debt."

"Ha! Nothing could be better," said Holmes, leaning back in his
chair and looking keenly at me from under his half closed lids. "I
perceive that you have been unwell lately. Summer colds are always
a little trying."

"I was confined to the house by a severe chill for three days
last week. I thought, however, that I had cast off every trace of
it."

"So you have. You look remarkably robust."

"How, then, did you know of it?"

"My dear fellow, you know my methods."

"You deduced it, then?"

"Certainly."

"And from what?"

"From your slippers."

I glanced down at the new patent leathers which I was wearing.
"How on earth—" I began, but Holmes answered my question before it
was asked.

"Your slippers are new," he said. "You could not have had them
more than a few weeks. The soles which you are at this moment
presenting to me are slightly scorched. For a moment I thought they
might have got wet and been burned in the drying. But near the
instep there is a small circular wafer of paper with the shopman's
hieroglyphics upon it. Damp would of course have removed this. You
had, then, been sitting with your feet outstretched to the fire,
which a man would hardly do even in so wet a June as this if he
were in his full health."

Like all Holmes's reasoning the thing seemed simplicity itself
when it was once explained. He read the thought upon my features,
and his smile had a tinge of bitterness.

"I am afraid that I rather give myself away when I explain,"
said he. "Results without causes are much more impressive. You are
ready to come to Birmingham, then?"

"Certainly. What is the case?"

"You shall hear it all in the train. My client is outside in a
four-wheeler. Can you come at once?"

"In an instant." I scribbled a note to my neighbor, rushed
upstairs to explain the matter to my wife, and joined Holmes upon
the door-step.

"Your neighbor is a doctor," said he, nodding at the brass
plate.

"Yes; he bought a practice as I did."

"An old-established one?"

"Just the same as mine. Both have been ever since the houses
were built."

"Ah! Then you got hold of the best of the two."

"I think I did. But how do you know?"

"By the steps, my boy. Yours are worn three inches deeper than
his. But this gentleman in the cab is my client, Mr. Hall Pycroft.
Allow me to introduce you to him. Whip your horse up, cabby, for we
have only just time to catch our train."

The man whom I found myself facing was a well built,
fresh-complexioned young fellow, with a frank, honest face and a
slight, crisp, yellow mustache. He wore a very shiny top hat and a
neat suit of sober black, which made him look what he was—a smart
young City man, of the class who have been labeled cockneys, but
who give us our crack volunteer regiments, and who turn out more
fine athletes and sportsmen than any body of men in these islands.
His round, ruddy face was naturally full of cheeriness, but the
corners of his mouth seemed to me to be pulled down in a
half-comical distress. It was not, however, until we were all in a
first-class carriage and well started upon our journey to
Birmingham that I was able to learn what the trouble was which had
driven him to Sherlock Holmes.

"We have a clear run here of seventy minutes," Holmes remarked.
"I want you, Mr. Hall Pycroft, to tell my friend your very
interesting experience exactly as you have told it to me, or with
more detail if possible. It will be of use to me to hear the
succession of events again. It is a case, Watson, which may prove
to have something in it, or may prove to have nothing, but which,
at least, presents those unusual and outré features which are as
dear to you as they are to me. Now, Mr. Pycroft, I shall not
interrupt you again."

Our young companion looked at me with a twinkle in his eye.

"The worst of the story is," said he, "that I show myself up as
such a confounded fool. Of course it may work out all right, and I
don't see that I could have done otherwise; but if I have lost my
crib and get nothing in exchange I shall feel what a soft Johnnie I
have been. I'm not very good at telling a story, Dr. Watson, but it
is like this with me:

"I used to have a billet at Coxon & Woodhouse's, of Draper's
Gardens, but they were let in early in the spring through the
Venezuelan loan, as no doubt you remember, and came a nasty
cropper. I had been with them five years, and old Coxon gave me a
ripping good testimonial when the smash came, but of course we
clerks were all turned adrift, the twenty-seven of us. I tried here
and tried there, but there were lots of other chaps on the same lay
as myself, and it was a perfect frost for a long time. I had been
taking three pounds a week at Coxon's, and I had saved about
seventy of them, but I soon worked my way through that and out at
the other end. I was fairly at the end of my tether at last, and
could hardly find the stamps to answer the advertisements or the
envelopes to stick them to. I had worn out my boots paddling up
office stairs, and I seemed just as far from getting a billet as
ever.

"At last I saw a vacancy at Mawson & Williams's, the great
stock-broking firm in Lombard Street. I dare say E. C. Is not much
in your line, but I can tell you that this is about the richest
house in London. The advertisement was to be answered by letter
only. I sent in my testimonial and application, but without the
least hope of getting it. Back came an answer by return, saying
that if I would appear next Monday I might take over my new duties
at once, provided that my appearance was satisfactory. No one knows
how these things are worked. Some people say that the manager just
plunges his hand into the heap and takes the first that comes.
Anyhow it was my innings that time, and I don't ever wish to feel
better pleased. The screw was a pound a week rise, and the duties
just about the same as at Coxon's.

"And now I come to the queer part of the business. I was in
diggings out Hampstead way, 17 Potter's Terrace. Well, I was
sitting doing a smoke that very evening after I had been promised
the appointment, when up came my landlady with a card which had
'Arthur Pinner, Financial Agent,' printed upon it. I had never
heard the name before and could not imagine what he wanted with me;
but, of course, I asked her to show him up. In he walked, a
middle-sized, dark-haired, dark-eyed, black-bearded man, with a
touch of the Sheeny about his nose. He had a brisk kind of way with
him and spoke sharply, like a man who knew the value of time."

"'Mr. Hall Pycroft, I believe?'" said he.

"'Yes, sir,' I answered, pushing a chair towards him.

"'Lately engaged at Coxon & Woodhouse's?'

"'Yes, sir.'

"'And now on the staff of Mawson's.'

"'Quite so.'

"'Well,' said he, 'the fact is that I have heard some really
extraordinary stories about your financial ability. You remember
Parker, who used to be Coxon's manager? He can never say enough
about it.'

"Of course I was pleased to hear this. I had always been pretty
sharp in the office, but I had never dreamed that I was talked
about in the City in this fashion.

"'You have a good memory?' said he.

"'Pretty fair,' I answered, modestly.

"'Have you kept in touch with the market while you have been out
of work?' he asked.

"'Yes. I read the stock exchange list every morning.'

"'Now that shows real application!' he cried. 'That is the way
to prosper! You won't mind my testing you, will you? Let me see.
How are Ayrshires?'

"'A hundred and six and a quarter to a hundred and five and
seven-eighths.'

"'And New Zealand consolidated?'

"'A hundred and four.

"'And British Broken Hills?'

"'Seven to seven-and-six.'

"'Wonderful!' he cried, with his hands up. 'This quite fits in
with all that I had heard. My boy, my boy, you are very much too
good to be a clerk at Mawson's!'

"This outburst rather astonished me, as you can think. 'Well,'
said I, 'other people don't think quite so much of me as you seem
to do, Mr. Pinner. I had a hard enough fight to get this berth, and
I am very glad to have it.'

"'Pooh, man; you should soar above it. You are not in your true
sphere. Now, I'll tell you how it stands with me. What I have to
offer is little enough when measured by your ability, but when
compared with Mawson's, it's light to dark. Let me see. When do you
go to Mawson's?'

"'On Monday.'

"'Ha, ha! I think I would risk a little sporting flutter that
you don't go there at all.'

"'Not go to Mawson's?'

"'No, sir. By that day you will be the business manager of the
Franco-Midland Hardware Company, Limited, with a hundred and
thirty-four branches in the towns and villages of France, not
counting one in Brussels and one in San Remo.'

"This took my breath away. 'I never heard of it,' said I.

"'Very likely not. It has been kept very quiet, for the capital
was all privately subscribed, and it's too good a thing to let the
public into. My brother, Harry Pinner, is promoter, and joins the
board after allotment as managing director. He knew I was in the
swim down here, and asked me to pick up a good man cheap. A young,
pushing man with plenty of snap about him. Parker spoke of you, and
that brought me here to-night. We can only offer you a beggarly
five hundred to start with.'

"'Five hundred a year!' I shouted.

"'Only that at the beginning; but you are to have an overriding
commission of one per cent on all business done by your agents, and
you may take my word for it that this will come to more than your
salary.'

"'But I know nothing about hardware.'

"'Tut, my boy; you know about figures.'

"My head buzzed, and I could hardly sit still in my chair. But
suddenly a little chill of doubt came upon me.

"'I must be frank with you,' said I. 'Mawson only gives me two
hundred, but Mawson is safe. Now, really, I know so little about
your company that—'

"'Ah, smart, smart!' he cried, in a kind of ecstasy of delight.
'You are the very man for us. You are not to be talked over, and
quite right, too. Now, here's a note for a hundred pounds, and if
you think that we can do business you may just slip it into your
pocket as an advance upon your salary.'

"'That is very handsome,' said I. 'When should I take over my
new duties?'

"'Be in Birmingham to-morrow at one,' said he. 'I have a note in
my pocket here which you will take to my brother. You will find him
at 126b Corporation Street, where the temporary offices of the
company are situated. Of course he must confirm your engagement,
but between ourselves it will be all right.'

"'Really, I hardly know how to express my gratitude, Mr.
Pinner,' said I.

"'Not at all, my boy. You have only got your deserts. There are
one or two small things—mere formalities—which I must arrange with
you. You have a bit of paper beside you there. Kindly write upon it
"I am perfectly willing to act as business manager to the
Franco-Midland Hardware Company, Limited, at a minimum salary of
L500."'

"I did as he asked, and he put the paper in his pocket.

"'There is one other detail,' said he. 'What do you intend to do
about Mawson's?'

"I had forgotten all about Mawson's in my joy. 'I'll write and
resign,' said I.

"'Precisely what I don't want you to do. I had a row over you
with Mawson's manager. I had gone up to ask him about you, and he
was very offensive; accused me of coaxing you away from the service
of the firm, and that sort of thing. At last I fairly lost my
temper. "If you want good men you should pay them a good price,"
said I.'

"'He would rather have our small price than your big one,' said
he.

"'I'll lay you a fiver,' said I, 'that when he has my offer
you'll never so much as hear from him again.'

"'Done!' said he. 'We picked him out of the gutter, and he won't
leave us so easily.' Those were his very words."

"'The impudent scoundrel!' I cried. 'I've never so much as seen
him in my life. Why should I consider him in any way? I shall
certainly not write if you would rather I didn't.'

"'Good! That's a promise,' said he, rising from his chair.
'Well, I'm delighted to have got so good a man for my brother.
Here's your advance of a hundred pounds, and here is the letter.
Make a note of the address, 126b Corporation Street, and remember
that one o'clock to-morrow is your appointment. Good-night; and may
you have all the fortune that you deserve!'

"That's just about all that passed between us, as near as I can
remember. You can imagine, Dr. Watson, how pleased I was at such an
extraordinary bit of good fortune. I sat up half the night hugging
myself over it, and next day I was off to Birmingham in a train
that would take me in plenty time for my appointment. I took my
things to a hotel in New Street, and then I made my way to the
address which had been given me.

"It was a quarter of an hour before my time, but I thought that
would make no difference. 126b was a passage between two large
shops, which led to a winding stone stair, from which there were
many flats, let as offices to companies or professional men. The
names of the occupants were painted at the bottom on the wall, but
there was no such name as the Franco-Midland Hardware Company,
Limited. I stood for a few minutes with my heart in my boots,
wondering whether the whole thing was an elaborate hoax or not,
when up came a man and addressed me. He was very like the chap I
had seen the night before, the same figure and voice, but he was
clean shaven and his hair was lighter.

"'Are you Mr. Hall Pycroft?' he asked.

"'Yes,' said I.

"'Oh! I was expecting you, but you are a trifle before your
time. I had a note from my brother this morning in which he sang
your praises very loudly.'

"'I was just looking for the offices when you came.

"'We have not got our name up yet, for we only secured these
temporary premises last week. Come up with me, and we will talk the
matter over.'

"I followed him to the top of a very lofty stair, and there,
right under the slates, were a couple of empty, dusty little rooms,
uncarpeted and uncurtained, into which he led me. I had thought of
a great office with shining tables and rows of clerks, such as I
was used to, and I dare say I stared rather straight at the two
deal chairs and one little table, which, with a ledger and a waste
paper basket, made up the whole furniture.

"'Don't be disheartened, Mr. Pycroft,' said my new acquaintance,
seeing the length of my face. 'Rome was not built in a day, and we
have lots of money at our backs, though we don't cut much dash yet
in offices. Pray sit down, and let me have your letter.'

"I gave it to him, and he read it over very carefully.

"'You seem to have made a vast impression upon my brother
Arthur,' said he; 'and I know that he is a pretty shrewd judge. He
swears by London, you know; and I by Birmingham; but this time I
shall follow his advice. Pray consider yourself definitely
engaged."

"'What are my duties?' I asked.

"'You will eventually manage the great depot in Paris, which
will pour a flood of English crockery into the shops of a hundred
and thirty-four agents in France. The purchase will be completed in
a week, and meanwhile you will remain in Birmingham and make
yourself useful.'

"'How?'

"For answer, he took a big red book out of a drawer.

"'This is a directory of Paris,' said he, 'with the trades after
the names of the people. I want you to take it home with you, and
to mark off all the hardware sellers, with their addresses. It
would be of the greatest use to me to have them.'

"'Surely there are classified lists?' I suggested.

"'Not reliable ones. Their system is different from ours. Stick
at it, and let me have the lists by Monday, at twelve. Good-day,
Mr. Pycroft. If you continue to show zeal and intelligence you will
find the company a good master.'

"I went back to the hotel with the big book under my arm, and
with very conflicting feelings in my breast. On the one hand, I was
definitely engaged and had a hundred pounds in my pocket; on the
other, the look of the offices, the absence of name on the wall,
and other of the points which would strike a business man had left
a bad impression as to the position of my employers. However, come
what might, I had my money, so I settled down to my task. All
Sunday I was kept hard at work, and yet by Monday I had only got as
far as H. I went round to my employer, found him in the same
dismantled kind of room, and was told to keep at it until
Wednesday, and then come again. On Wednesday it was still
unfinished, so I hammered away until Friday—that is, yesterday.
Then I brought it round to Mr. Harry Pinner.

"'Thank you very much,' said he; 'I fear that I underrated the
difficulty of the task. This list will be of very material
assistance to me.'

"'It took some time,' said I.

"'And now,' said he, 'I want you to make a list of the furniture
shops, for they all sell crockery.'

"'Very good.'

"'And you can come up to-morrow evening, at seven, and let me
know how you are getting on. Don't overwork yourself. A couple of
hours at Day's Music Hall in the evening would do you no harm after
your labors.' He laughed as he spoke, and I saw with a thrill that
his second tooth upon the left-hand side had been very badly
stuffed with gold."

Sherlock Holmes rubbed his hands with delight, and I stared with
astonishment at our client.

"You may well look surprised, Dr. Watson; but it is this way,"
said he: "When I was speaking to the other chap in London, at the
time that he laughed at my not going to Mawson's, I happened to
notice that his tooth was stuffed in this very identical fashion.
The glint of the gold in each case caught my eye, you see. When I
put that with the voice and figure being the same, and only those
things altered which might be changed by a razor or a wig, I could
not doubt that it was the same man. Of course you expect two
brothers to be alike, but not that they should have the same tooth
stuffed in the same way. He bowed me out, and I found myself in the
street, hardly knowing whether I was on my head or my heels. Back I
went to my hotel, put my head in a basin of cold water, and tried
to think it out. Why had he sent me from London to Birmingham? Why
had he got there before me? And why had he written a letter from
himself to himself? It was altogether too much for me, and I could
make no sense of it. And then suddenly it struck me that what was
dark to me might be very light to Mr. Sherlock Holmes. I had just
time to get up to town by the night train to see him this morning,
and to bring you both back with me to Birmingham."

There was a pause after the stock-broker's clerk had concluded
his surprising experience. Then Sherlock Holmes cocked his eye at
me, leaning back on the cushions with a pleased and yet critical
face, like a connoisseur who has just taken his first sip of a
comet vintage.

"Rather fine, Watson, is it not?" said he. "There are points in
it which please me. I think that you will agree with me that an
interview with Mr. Arthur Harry Pinner in the temporary offices of
the Franco-Midland Hardware Company, Limited, would be a rather
interesting experience for both of us."

"But how can we do it?" I asked.

"Oh, easily enough," said Hall Pycroft, cheerily. "You are two
friends of mine who are in want of a billet, and what could be more
natural than that I should bring you both round to the managing
director?"

"Quite so, of course," said Holmes. "I should like to have a
look at the gentleman, and see if I can make anything of his little
game. What qualities have you, my friend, which would make your
services so valuable? or is it possible that—" He began biting his
nails and staring blankly out of the window, and we hardly drew
another word from him until we were in New Street.

At seven o'clock that evening we were walking, the three of us,
down Corporation Street to the company's offices.

"It is no use our being at all before our time," said our
client. "He only comes there to see me, apparently, for the place
is deserted up to the very hour he names."

"That is suggestive," remarked Holmes.

"By Jove, I told you so!" cried the clerk. "That's he walking
ahead of us there."

He pointed to a smallish, dark, well-dressed man who was
bustling along the other side of the road. As we watched him he
looked across at a boy who was bawling out the latest edition of
the evening paper, and running over among the cabs and busses, he
bought one from him. Then, clutching it in his hand, he vanished
through a door-way.

"There he goes!" cried Hall Pycroft. "These are the company's
offices into which he has gone. Come with me, and I'll fix it up as
easily as possible."

Following his lead, we ascended five stories, until we found
ourselves outside a half-opened door, at which our client tapped. A
voice within bade us enter, and we entered a bare, unfurnished room
such as Hall Pycroft had described. At the single table sat the man
whom we had seen in the street, with his evening paper spread out
in front of him, and as he looked up at us it seemed to me that I
had never looked upon a face which bore such marks of grief, and of
something beyond grief—of a horror such as comes to few men in a
lifetime. His brow glistened with perspiration, his cheeks were of
the dull, dead white of a fish's belly, and his eyes were wild and
staring. He looked at his clerk as though he failed to recognize
him, and I could see by the astonishment depicted upon our
conductor's face that this was by no means the usual appearance of
his employer.

"You look ill, Mr. Pinner!" he exclaimed.

"Yes, I am not very well," answered the other, making obvious
efforts to pull himself together, and licking his dry lips before
he spoke. "Who are these gentlemen whom you have brought with
you?"

"One is Mr. Harris, of Bermondsey, and the other is Mr. Price,
of this town," said our clerk, glibly. "They are friends of mine
and gentlemen of experience, but they have been out of a place for
some little time, and they hoped that perhaps you might find an
opening for them in the company's employment."

"Very possibly! Very possibly!" cried Mr. Pinner with a ghastly
smile. "Yes, I have no doubt that we shall be able to do something
for you. What is your particular line, Mr. Harris?"

"I am an accountant," said Holmes.

"Ah yes, we shall want something of the sort. And you, Mr.
Price?"

"A clerk," said I.

"I have every hope that the company may accommodate you. I will
let you know about it as soon as we come to any conclusion. And now
I beg that you will go. For God's sake leave me to myself!"

These last words were shot out of him, as though the constraint
which he was evidently setting upon himself had suddenly and
utterly burst asunder. Holmes and I glanced at each other, and Hall
Pycroft took a step towards the table.

"You forget, Mr. Pinner, that I am here by appointment to
receive some directions from you," said he.

"Certainly, Mr. Pycroft, certainly," the other resumed in a
calmer tone. "You may wait here a moment; and there is no reason
why your friends should not wait with you. I will be entirely at
your service in three minutes, if I might trespass upon your
patience so far." He rose with a very courteous air, and, bowing to
us, he passed out through a door at the farther end of the room,
which he closed behind him.

"What now?" whispered Holmes. "Is he giving us the slip?"

"Impossible," answered Pycroft.

"Why so?"

"That door leads into an inner room."

"There is no exit?"

"None."

"Is it furnished?"

"It was empty yesterday."

"Then what on earth can he be doing? There is something which I
don't understand in this manner. If ever a man was three parts mad
with terror, that man's name is Pinner. What can have put the
shivers on him?"

"He suspects that we are detectives," I suggested.

"That's it," cried Pycroft.

Holmes shook his head. "He did not turn pale. He was pale when
we entered the room," said he. "It is just possible that—"

His words were interrupted by a sharp rat-tat from the direction
of the inner door.

"What the deuce is he knocking at his own door for?" cried the
clerk.

Again and much louder came the rat-tat-tat. We all gazed
expectantly at the closed door. Glancing at Holmes, I saw his face
turn rigid, and he leaned forward in intense excitement. Then
suddenly came a low guggling, gargling sound, and a brisk drumming
upon woodwork. Holmes sprang frantically across the room and pushed
at the door. It was fastened on the inner side. Following his
example, we threw ourselves upon it with all our weight. One hinge
snapped, then the other, and down came the door with a crash.
Rushing over it, we found ourselves in the inner room. It was
empty.

But it was only for a moment that we were at fault. At one
corner, the corner nearest the room which we had left, there was a
second door. Holmes sprang to it and pulled it open. A coat and
waistcoat were lying on the floor, and from a hook behind the door,
with his own braces round his neck, was hanging the managing
director of the Franco-Midland Hardware Company. His knees were
drawn up, his head hung at a dreadful angle to his body, and the
clatter of his heels against the door made the noise which had
broken in upon our conversation. In an instant I had caught him
round the waist, and held him up while Holmes and Pycroft untied
the elastic bands which had disappeared between the livid creases
of skin. Then we carried him into the other room, where he lay with
a clay-colored face, puffing his purple lips in and out with every
breath—a dreadful wreck of all that he had been but five minutes
before.

"What do you think of him, Watson?" asked Holmes.

I stooped over him and examined him. His pulse was feeble and
intermittent, but his breathing grew longer, and there was a little
shivering of his eyelids, which showed a thin white slit of ball
beneath.

"It has been touch and go with him," said I, "but he'll live
now. Just open that window, and hand me the water carafe." I undid
his collar, poured the cold water over his face, and raised and
sank his arms until he drew a long, natural breath. "It's only a
question of time now," said I, as I turned away from him.

Holmes stood by the table, with his hands deep in his trouser's
pockets and his chin upon his breast.

"I suppose we ought to call the police in now," said he. "And
yet I confess that I'd like to give them a complete case when they
come."

"It's a blessed mystery to me," cried Pycroft, scratching his
head. "Whatever they wanted to bring me all the way up here for,
and then—"

"Pooh! All that is clear enough," said Holmes impatiently. "It
is this last sudden move."

"You understand the rest, then?"

"I think that it is fairly obvious. What do you say,
Watson?"

I shrugged my shoulders. "I must confess that I am out of my
depths," said I.

"Oh surely if you consider the events at first they can only
point to one conclusion."

"What do you make of them?"

"Well, the whole thing hinges upon two points. The first is the
making of Pycroft write a declaration by which he entered the
service of this preposterous company. Do you not see how very
suggestive that is?"

"I am afraid I miss the point."

"Well, why did they want him to do it? Not as a business matter,
for these arrangements are usually verbal, and there was no earthly
business reason why this should be an exception. Don't you see, my
young friend, that they were very anxious to obtain a specimen of
your handwriting, and had no other way of doing it?"

"And why?"

"Quite so. Why? When we answer that we have made some progress
with our little problem. Why? There can be only one adequate
reason. Some one wanted to learn to imitate your writing, and had
to procure a specimen of it first. And now if we pass on to the
second point we find that each throws light upon the other. That
point is the request made by Pinner that you should not resign your
place, but should leave the manager of this important business in
the full expectation that a Mr. Hall Pycroft, whom he had never
seen, was about to enter the office upon the Monday morning."

"My God!" cried our client, "what a blind beetle I have
been!"

"Now you see the point about the handwriting. Suppose that some
one turned up in your place who wrote a completely different hand
from that in which you had applied for the vacancy, of course the
game would have been up. But in the interval the rogue had learned
to imitate you, and his position was therefore secure, as I presume
that nobody in the office had ever set eyes upon you."

"Not a soul," groaned Hall Pycroft.

"Very good. Of course it was of the utmost importance to prevent
you from thinking better of it, and also to keep you from coming
into contact with any one who might tell you that your double was
at work in Mawson's office. Therefore they gave you a handsome
advance on your salary, and ran you off to the Midlands, where they
gave you enough work to do to prevent your going to London, where
you might have burst their little game up. That is all plain
enough."

"But why should this man pretend to be his own brother?"

"Well, that is pretty clear also. There are evidently only two
of them in it. The other is impersonating you at the office. This
one acted as your engager, and then found that he could not find
you an employer without admitting a third person into his plot.
That he was most unwilling to do. He changed his appearance as far
as he could, and trusted that the likeness, which you could not
fail to observe, would be put down to a family resemblance. But for
the happy chance of the gold stuffing, your suspicions would
probably never have been aroused."

Hall Pycroft shook his clinched hands in the air. "Good Lord!"
he cried, "while I have been fooled in this way, what has this
other Hall Pycroft been doing at Mawson's? What should we do, Mr.
Holmes? Tell me what to do."

"We must wire to Mawson's."

"They shut at twelve on Saturdays."

"Never mind. There may be some door-keeper or attendant—"

"Ah yes, they keep a permanent guard there on account of the
value of the securities that they hold. I remember hearing it
talked of in the City."

"Very good; we shall wire to him, and see if all is well, and if
a clerk of your name is working there. That is clear enough; but
what is not so clear is why at sight of us one of the rogues should
instantly walk out of the room and hang himself."

"The paper!" croaked a voice behind us. The man was sitting up,
blanched and ghastly, with returning reason in his eyes, and hands
which rubbed nervously at the broad red band which still encircled
his throat.

"The paper! Of course!" yelled Holmes, in a paroxysm of
excitement. "Idiot that I was! I thought so much of our visit that
the paper never entered my head for an instant. To be sure, the
secret must be there." He flattened it out upon the table, and a
cry of triumph burst from his lips. "Look at this, Watson," he
cried. "It is a London paper, an early edition of the Evening
Standard. Here is what we want. Look at the headlines: 'Crime in
the City. Murder at Mawson & Williams's. Gigantic attempted
Robbery. Capture of the Criminal.' Here, Watson, we are all equally
anxious to hear it, so kindly read it aloud to us."

It appeared from its position in the paper to have been the one
event of importance in town, and the account of it ran in this
way:

"A desperate attempt at robbery, culminating in the death of one
man and the capture of the criminal, occurred this afternoon in the
City. For some time back Mawson & Williams, the famous
financial house, have been the guardians of securities which amount
in the aggregate to a sum of considerably over a million sterling.
So conscious was the manager of the responsibility which devolved
upon him in consequence of the great interests at stake that safes
of the very latest construction have been employed, and an armed
watchman has been left day and night in the building. It appears
that last week a new clerk named Hall Pycroft was engaged by the
firm. This person appears to have been none other that Beddington,
the famous forger and cracksman, who, with his brother, had only
recently emerged from a five years' spell of penal servitude. By
some means, which are not yet clear, he succeeded in winning, under
a false name, this official position in the office, which he
utilized in order to obtain moulding of various locks, and a
thorough knowledge of the position of the strong room and the
safes.

"It is customary at Mawson's for the clerks to leave at midday
on Saturday. Sergeant Tuson, of the City Police, was somewhat
surprised, therefore to see a gentleman with a carpet bag come down
the steps at twenty minutes past one. His suspicions being aroused,
the sergeant followed the man, and with the aid of Constable
Pollock succeeded, after a most desperate resistance, in arresting
him. It was at once clear that a daring and gigantic robbery had
been committed. Nearly a hundred thousand pounds' worth of American
railway bonds, with a large amount of scrip in mines and other
companies, was discovered in the bag. On examining the premises the
body of the unfortunate watchman was found doubled up and thrust
into the largest of the safes, where it would not have been
discovered until Monday morning had it not been for the prompt
action of Sergeant Tuson. The man's skull had been shattered by a
blow from a poker delivered from behind. There could be no doubt
that Beddington had obtained entrance by pretending that he had
left something behind him, and having murdered the watchman,
rapidly rifled the large safe, and then made off with his booty.
His brother, who usually works with him, has not appeared in this
job as far as can at present be ascertained, although the police
are making energetic inquiries as to his whereabouts."

"Well, we may save the police some little trouble in that
direction," said Holmes, glancing at the haggard figure huddled up
by the window. "Human nature is a strange mixture, Watson. You see
that even a villain and murderer can inspire such affection that
his brother turns to suicide when he learns that his neck is
forfeited. However, we have no choice as to our action. The doctor
and I will remain on guard, Mr. Pycroft, if you will have the
kindness to step out for the police."










The 'Gloria Scott'


"I have some papers here," said my friend Sherlock Holmes, as we
sat one winter's night on either side of the fire, "which I really
think, Watson, that it would be worth your while to glance over.
These are the documents in the extraordinary case of the Gloria
Scott, and this is the message which struck Justice of the Peace
Trevor dead with horror when he read it."

He had picked from a drawer a little tarnished cylinder, and,
undoing the tape, he handed me a short note scrawled upon a
half-sheet of slate-gray paper.

"The supply of game for London is going steadily up," it ran.
"Head-keeper Hudson, we believe, has been now told to receive all
orders for fly-paper and for preservation of your hen-pheasant's
life."

As I glanced up from reading this enigmatical message, I saw
Holmes chuckling at the expression upon my face.

"You look a little bewildered," said he.

"I cannot see how such a message as this could inspire horror.
It seems to me to be rather grotesque than otherwise."

"Very likely. Yet the fact remains that the reader, who was a
fine, robust old man, was knocked clean down by it as if it had
been the butt end of a pistol."

"You arouse my curiosity," said I. "But why did you say just now
that there were very particular reasons why I should study this
case?"

"Because it was the first in which I was ever engaged."

I had often endeavored to elicit from my companion what had
first turned his mind in the direction of criminal research, but
had never caught him before in a communicative humor. Now he sat
forward in this arm-chair and spread out the documents upon his
knees. Then he lit his pipe and sat for some time smoking and
turning them over.

"You never heard me talk of Victor Trevor?" he asked. "He was
the only friend I made during the two years I was at college. I was
never a very sociable fellow, Watson, always rather fond of moping
in my rooms and working out my own little methods of thought, so
that I never mixed much with the men of my year. Bar fencing and
boxing I had few athletic tastes, and then my line of study was
quite distinct from that of the other fellows, so that we had no
points of contact at all. Trevor was the only man I knew, and that
only through the accident of his bull terrier freezing on to my
ankle one morning as I went down to chapel.

"It was a prosaic way of forming a friendship, but it was
effective. I was laid by the heels for ten days, but Trevor used to
come in to inquire after me. At first it was only a minute's chat,
but soon his visits lengthened, and before the end of the term we
were close friends. He was a hearty, full-blooded fellow, full of
spirits and energy, the very opposite to me in most respects, but
we had some subjects in common, and it was a bond of union when I
found that he was as friendless as I. Finally, he invited me down
to his father's place at Donnithorpe, in Norfolk, and I accepted
his hospitality for a month of the long vacation.

"Old Trevor was evidently a man of some wealth and
consideration, a J.P., and a landed proprietor. Donnithorpe is a
little hamlet just to the north of Langmere, in the country of the
Broads. The house was an old-fashioned, wide-spread, oak-beamed
brick building, with a fine lime-lined avenue leading up to it.
There was excellent wild-duck shooting in the fens, remarkably good
fishing, a small but select library, taken over, as I understood,
from a former occupant, and a tolerable cook, so that he would be a
fastidious man who could not put in a pleasant month there.

"Trevor senior was a widower, and my friend his only son.

"There had been a daughter, I heard, but she had died of
diphtheria while on a visit to Birmingham. The father interested me
extremely. He was a man of little culture, but with a considerable
amount of rude strength, both physically and mentally. He knew
hardly any books, but he had traveled far, had seen much of the
world. And had remembered all that he had learned. In person he was
a thick-set, burly man with a shock of grizzled hair, a brown,
weather-beaten face, and blue eyes which were keen to the verge of
fierceness. Yet he had a reputation for kindness and charity on the
country-side, and was noted for the leniency of his sentences from
the bench.

"One evening, shortly after my arrival, we were sitting over a
glass of port after dinner, when young Trevor began to talk about
those habits of observation and inference which I had already
formed into a system, although I had not yet appreciated the part
which they were to play in my life. The old man evidently thought
that his son was exaggerating in his description of one or two
trivial feats which I had performed.

"'Come, now, Mr. Holmes,' said he, laughing good-humoredly. 'I'm
an excellent subject, if you can deduce anything from me.'

"'I fear there is not very much,' I answered; 'I might suggest
that you have gone about in fear of some personal attack within the
last twelvemonth.'

"The laugh faded from his lips, and he stared at me in great
surprise.

"'Well, that's true enough,' said he. 'You know, Victor,'
turning to his son, 'when we broke up that poaching gang they swore
to knife us, and Sir Edward Holly has actually been attacked. I've
always been on my guard since then, though I have no idea how you
know it.'

"'You have a very handsome stick,' I answered. 'By the
inscription I observed that you had not had it more than a year.
But you have taken some pains to bore the head of it and pour
melted lead into the hole so as to make it a formidable weapon. I
argued that you would not take such precautions unless you had some
danger to fear.'

"'Anything else?' he asked, smiling.

"'You have boxed a good deal in your youth.'

"'Right again. How did you know it? Is my nose knocked a little
out of the straight?'

"'No,' said I. 'It is your ears. They have the peculiar
flattening and thickening which marks the boxing man.'

"'Anything else?'

"'You have done a good deal of digging by your callosities.'

"'Made all my money at the gold fields.'

"'You have been in New Zealand.'

"'Right again.'

"'You have visited Japan.'

"'Quite true.'

"'And you have been most intimately associated with some one
whose initials were J. A., and whom you afterwards were eager to
entirely forget.'

"Mr. Trevor stood slowly up, fixed his large blue eyes upon me
with a strange wild stare, and then pitched forward, with his face
among the nutshells which strewed the cloth, in a dead faint.

"You can imagine, Watson, how shocked both his son and I were.
His attack did not last long, however, for when we undid his
collar, and sprinkled the water from one of the finger-glasses over
his face, he gave a gasp or two and sat up.

"'Ah, boys,' said he, forcing a smile, 'I hope I haven't
frightened you. Strong as I look, there is a weak place in my
heart, and it does not take much to knock me over. I don't know how
you manage this, Mr. Holmes, but it seems to me that all the
detectives of fact and of fancy would be children in your hands.
That's your line of life, sir, and you may take the word of a man
who has seen something of the world.'

"And that recommendation, with the exaggerated estimate of my
ability with which he prefaced it, was, if you will believe me,
Watson, the very first thing which ever made me feel that a
profession might be made out of what had up to that time been the
merest hobby. At the moment, however, I was too much concerned at
the sudden illness of my host to think of anything else.

"'I hope that I have said nothing to pain you?' said I.

"'Well, you certainly touched upon rather a tender point. Might
I ask how you know, and how much you know?' He spoke now in a
half-jesting fashion, but a look of terror still lurked at the back
of his eyes.

"'It is simplicity itself,' said I. 'When you bared your arm to
draw that fish into the boat I saw that J. A. Had been tattooed in
the bend of the elbow. The letters were still legible, but it was
perfectly clear from their blurred appearance, and from the
staining of the skin round them, that efforts had been made to
obliterate them. It was obvious, then, that those initials had once
been very familiar to you, and that you had afterwards wished to
forget them.'

"What an eye you have!" he cried, with a sigh of relief. 'It is
just as you say. But we won't talk of it. Of all ghosts the ghosts
of our old lovers are the worst. Come into the billiard-room and
have a quiet cigar.'

"From that day, amid all his cordiality, there was always a
touch of suspicion in Mr. Trevor's manner towards me. Even his son
remarked it. 'You've given the governor such a turn,' said he,
'that he'll never be sure again of what you know and what you don't
know.' He did not mean to show it, I am sure, but it was so
strongly in his mind that it peeped out at every action. At last I
became so convinced that I was causing him uneasiness that I drew
my visit to a close. On the very day, however, before I left, and
incident occurred which proved in the sequel to be of
importance.

"We were sitting out upon the lawn on garden chairs, the three
of us, basking in the sun and admiring the view across the Broads,
when a maid came out to say that there was a man at the door who
wanted to see Mr. Trevor.

"'What is his name?' asked my host.

"'He would not give any.'

"'What does he want, then?'

"'He says that you know him, and that he only wants a moment's
conversation.'

"'Show him round here.' An instant afterwards there appeared a
little wizened fellow with a cringing manner and a shambling style
of walking. He wore an open jacket, with a splotch of tar on the
sleeve, a red-and-black check shirt, dungaree trousers, and heavy
boots badly worn. His face was thin and brown and crafty, with a
perpetual smile upon it, which showed an irregular line of yellow
teeth, and his crinkled hands were half closed in a way that is
distinctive of sailors. As he came slouching across the lawn I
heard Mr. Trevor make a sort of hiccoughing noise in his throat,
and jumping out of his chair, he ran into the house. He was back in
a moment, and I smelt a strong reek of brandy as he passed me.

"'Well, my man,' said he. 'What can I do for you?'

"The sailor stood looking at him with puckered eyes, and with
the same loose-lipped smile upon his face.

"'You don't know me?' he asked.

"'Why, dear me, it is surely Hudson,' said Mr. Trevor in a tone
of surprise.

"'Hudson it is, sir,' said the seaman. 'Why, it's thirty year
and more since I saw you last. Here you are in your house, and me
still picking my salt meat out of the harness cask.'

"'Tut, you will find that I have not forgotten old times,' cried
Mr. Trevor, and, walking towards the sailor, he said something in a
low voice. 'Go into the kitchen,' he continued out loud, 'and you
will get food and drink. I have no doubt that I shall find you a
situation.'

"'Thank you, sir,' said the seaman, touching his fore-lock. 'I'm
just off a two-yearer in an eight-knot tramp, short-handed at that,
and I wants a rest. I thought I'd get it either with Mr. Beddoes or
with you.'

"'Ah!' cried Trevor. 'You know where Mr. Beddoes is?'

"'Bless you, sir, I know where all my old friends are,' said the
fellow with a sinister smile, and he slouched off after the maid to
the kitchen. Mr. Trevor mumbled something to us about having been
shipmate with the man when he was going back to the diggings, and
then, leaving us on the lawn, he went indoors. An hour later, when
we entered the house, we found him stretched dead drunk upon the
dining-room sofa. The whole incident left a most ugly impression
upon my mind, and I was not sorry next day to leave Donnithorpe
behind me, for I felt that my presence must be a source of
embarrassment to my friend.

"All this occurred during the first month of the long vacation.
I went up to my London rooms, where I spent seven weeks working out
a few experiments in organic chemistry. One day, however, when the
autumn was far advanced and the vacation drawing to a close, I
received a telegram from my friend imploring me to return to
Donnithorpe, and saying that he was in great need of my advice and
assistance. Of course I dropped everything and set out for the
North once more.

"He met me with the dog-cart at the station, and I saw at a
glance that the last two months had been very trying ones for him.
He had grown thin and careworn, and had lost the loud, cheery
manner for which he had been remarkable.

"'The governor is dying,' were the first words he said.

"'Impossible!' I cried. 'What is the matter?'

"'Apoplexy. Nervous shock, He's been on the verge all day. I
doubt if we shall find him alive.'

"I was, as you may think, Watson, horrified at this unexpected
news.

"'What has caused it?' I asked.

"'Ah, that is the point. Jump in and we can talk it over while
we drive. You remember that fellow who came upon the evening before
you left us?'

"'Perfectly.'

"'Do you know who it was that we let into the house that
day?'

"'I have no idea.'

"'It was the devil, Holmes,' he cried.

"I stared at him in astonishment.

"'Yes, it was the devil himself. We have not had a peaceful hour
since—not one. The governor has never held up his head from that
evening, and now the life has been crushed out of him and his heart
broken, all through this accursed Hudson.'

"'What power had he, then?'

"'Ah, that is what I would give so much to know. The kindly,
charitable, good old governor—how could he have fallen into the
clutches of such a ruffian! But I am so glad that you have come,
Holmes. I trust very much to your judgment and discretion, and I
know that you will advise me for the best.'

"We were dashing along the smooth white country road, with the
long stretch of the Broads in front of us glimmering in the red
light of the setting sun. From a grove upon our left I could
already see the high chimneys and the flag-staff which marked the
squire's dwelling.

"'My father made the fellow gardener,' said my companion, 'and
then, as that did not satisfy him, he was promoted to be butler.
The house seemed to be at his mercy, and he wandered about and did
what he chose in it. The maids complained of his drunken habits and
his vile language. The dad raised their wages all round to
recompense them for the annoyance. The fellow would take the boat
and my father's best gun and treat himself to little shooting
trips. And all this with such a sneering, leering, insolent face
that I would have knocked him down twenty times over if he had been
a man of my own age. I tell you, Holmes, I have had to keep a tight
hold upon myself all this time; and now I am asking myself whether,
if I had let myself go a little more, I might not have been a wiser
man.

"'Well, matters went from bad to worse with us, and this animal
Hudson became more and more intrusive, until at last, on making
some insolent reply to my father in my presence one day, I took him
by the shoulders and turned him out of the room. He slunk away with
a livid face and two venomous eyes which uttered more threats than
his tongue could do. I don't know what passed between the poor dad
and him after that, but the dad came to me next day and asked me
whether I would mind apologizing to Hudson. I refused, as you can
imagine, and asked my father how he could allow such a wretch to
take such liberties with himself and his household.

"'"Ah, my boy," said he, "it is all very well to talk, but you
don't know how I am placed. But you shall know, Victor. I'll see
that you shall know, come what may. You wouldn't believe harm of
your poor old father, would you, lad?" He was very much moved, and
shut himself up in the study all day, where I could see through the
window that he was writing busily.

"'That evening there came what seemed to me to be a grand
release, for Hudson told us that he was going to leave us. He
walked into the dining-room as we sat after dinner, and announced
his intention in the thick voice of a half-drunken man.

"'"I've had enough of Norfolk," said he. "I'll run down to Mr.
Beddoes in Hampshire. He'll be as glad to see me as you were, I
dare say."

"'"You're not going away in an unkind spirit, Hudson, I hope,"
said my father, with a tameness which made my blood boil.

"'"I've not had my 'pology," said he sulkily, glancing in my
direction.

"'"Victor, you will acknowledge that you have used this worthy
fellow rather roughly," said the dad, turning to me.

"'"On the contrary, I think that we have both shown
extraordinary patience towards him," I answered.

"'"Oh, you do, do you?" he snarls. "Very good, mate. We'll see
about that!"

"'He slouched out of the room, and half an hour afterwards left
the house, leaving my father in a state of pitiable nervousness.
Night after night I heard him pacing his room, and it was just as
he was recovering his confidence that the blow did at last
fall.'

"'And how?' I asked eagerly.

"'In a most extraordinary fashion. A letter arrived for my
father yesterday evening, bearing the Fordingbridge post-mark. My
father read it, clapped both his hands to his head, and began
running round the room in little circles like a man who has been
driven out of his senses. When I at last drew him down on to the
sofa, his mouth and eyelids were all puckered on one side, and I
saw that he had a stroke. Dr. Fordham came over at once. We put him
to bed; but the paralysis has spread, he has shown no sign of
returning consciousness, and I think that we shall hardly find him
alive.'

"'You horrify me, Trevor!' I cried. 'What then could have been
in this letter to cause so dreadful a result?'

"'Nothing. There lies the inexplicable part of it. The message
was absurd and trivial. Ah, my God, it is as I feared!'

"As he spoke we came round the curve of the avenue, and saw in
the fading light that every blind in the house had been drawn down.
As we dashed up to the door, my friend's face convulsed with grief,
a gentleman in black emerged from it.

"'When did it happen, doctor?' asked Trevor.

"'Almost immediately after you left.'

"'Did he recover consciousness?'

"'For an instant before the end.'

"'Any message for me.'

"'Only that the papers were in the back drawer of the Japanese
cabinet.'

"My friend ascended with the doctor to the chamber of death,
while I remained in the study, turning the whole matter over and
over in my head, and feeling as sombre as ever I had done in my
life. What was the past of this Trevor, pugilist, traveler, and
gold-digger, and how had he placed himself in the power of this
acid-faced seaman? Why, too, should he faint at an allusion to the
half-effaced initials upon his arm, and die of fright when he had a
letter from Fordingham? Then I remembered that Fordingham was in
Hampshire, and that this Mr. Beddoes, whom the seaman had gone to
visit and presumably to blackmail, had also been mentioned as
living in Hampshire. The letter, then, might either come from
Hudson, the seaman, saying that he had betrayed the guilty secret
which appeared to exist, or it might come from Beddoes, warning an
old confederate that such a betrayal was imminent. So far it seemed
clear enough. But then how could this letter be trivial and
grotesque, as describe by the son? He must have misread it. If so,
it must have been one of those ingenious secret codes which mean
one thing while they seem to mean another. I must see this letter.
If there were a hidden meaning in it, I was confident that I could
pluck it forth. For an hour I sat pondering over it in the gloom,
until at last a weeping maid brought in a lamp, and close at her
heels came my friend Trevor, pale but composed, with these very
papers which lie upon my knee held in his grasp. He sat down
opposite to me, drew the lamp to the edge of the table, and handed
me a short note scribbled, as you see, upon a single sheet of gray
paper. 'The supply of game for London is going steadily up,' it
ran. 'Head-keeper Hudson, we believe, has been now told to receive
all orders for fly-paper and for preservation of your
hen-pheasant's life.'

"I dare say my face looked as bewildered as yours did just now
when first I read this message. Then I reread it very carefully. It
was evidently as I had thought, and some secret meaning must lie
buried in this strange combination of words. Or could it be that
there was a prearranged significance to such phrases as 'fly-paper'
and 'hen-pheasant'? Such a meaning would be arbitrary and could not
be deduced in any way. And yet I was loath to believe that this was
the case, and the presence of the word Hudson seemed to show that
the subject of the message was as I had guessed, and that it was
from Beddoes rather than the sailor. I tried it backwards, but the
combination 'life pheasant's hen' was not encouraging. Then I tried
alternate words, but neither 'the of for' nor 'supply game London'
promised to throw any light upon it.

"And then in an instant the key of the riddle was in my hands,
and I saw that every third word, beginning with the first, would
give a message which might well drive old Trevor to despair.

"It was short and terse, the warning, as I now read it to my
companion:

"'The game is up. Hudson has told all. Fly for your life.'

"Victor Trevor sank his face into his shaking hands. 'It must be
that, I suppose,' said he. "This is worse than death, for it means
disgrace as well. But what is the meaning of these "head-keepers"
and "hen-pheasants"?'

"'It means nothing to the message, but it might mean a good deal
to us if we had no other means of discovering the sender. You see
that he has begun by writing "The… game… is," and so on. Afterwards
he had, to fulfill the prearranged cipher, to fill in any two words
in each space. He would naturally use the first words which came to
his mind, and if there were so many which referred to sport among
them, you may be tolerably sure that he is either an ardent shot or
interested in breeding. Do you know anything of this Beddoes?'

"'Why, now that you mention it,' said he, 'I remember that my
poor father used to have an invitation from him to shoot over his
preserves every autumn.'

"'Then it is undoubtedly from him that the note comes,' said I.
'It only remains for us to find out what this secret was which the
sailor Hudson seems to have held over the heads of these two
wealthy and respected men.'

"'Alas, Holmes, I fear that it is one of sin and shame!' cried
my friend. 'But from you I shall have no secrets. Here is the
statement which was drawn up by my father when he knew that the
danger from Hudson had become imminent. I found it in the Japanese
cabinet, as he told the doctor. Take it and read it to me, for I
have neither the strength nor the courage to do it myself.'

"These are the very papers, Watson, which he handed to me, and I
will read them to you, as I read them in the old study that night
to him. They are endorsed outside, as you see, 'Some particulars of
the voyage of the barkGloria Scott, from her leaving
Falmouth on the 8th October, 1855, to her destruction in N. Lat. 15
degrees 20', W. Long. 25 degrees 14' on Nov. 6th.' It is in the
form of a letter, and runs in this way:

"'My dear, dear son, now that approaching disgrace begins to
darken the closing years of my life, I can write with all truth and
honesty that it is not the terror of the law, it is not the loss of
my position in the county, nor is it my fall in the eyes of all who
have known me, which cuts me to the heart; but it is the thought
that you should come to blush for me—you who love me and who have
seldom, I hope, had reason to do other than respect me. But if the
blow falls which is forever hanging over me, then I should wish you
to read this, that you may know straight from me how far I have
been to blame. On the other hand, if all should go well (which may
kind God Almighty grant!), then if by any chance this paper should
be still undestroyed and should fall into your hands, I conjure
you, by all you hold sacred, by the memory of your dear mother, and
by the love which had been between us, to hurl it into the fire and
to never give one thought to it again.

"'If then your eye goes on to read this line, I know that I
shall already have been exposed and dragged from my home, or as is
more likely, for you know that my heart is weak, by lying with my
tongue sealed forever in death. In either case the time for
suppression is past, and every word which I tell you is the naked
truth, and this I swear as I hope for mercy.

"'My name, dear lad, is not Trevor. I was James Armitage in my
younger days, and you can understand now the shock that it was to
me a few weeks ago when your college friend addressed me in words
which seemed to imply that he had surprised my secret. As Armitage
it was that I entered a London banking-house, and as Armitage I was
convicted of breaking my country's laws, and was sentenced to
transportation. Do not think very harshly of me, laddie. It was a
debt of honor, so called, which I had to pay, and I used money
which was not my own to do it, in the certainty that I could
replace it before there could be any possibility of its being
missed. But the most dreadful ill-luck pursued me. The money which
I had reckoned upon never came to hand, and a premature examination
of accounts exposed my deficit. The case might have been dealt
leniently with, but the laws were more harshly administered thirty
years ago than now, and on my twenty-third birthday I found myself
chained as a felon with thirty-seven other convicts in 'tween-decks
of the bark Gloria Scott, bound for Australia.

"'It was the year '55 when the Crimean war was at its height,
and the old convict ships had been largely used as transports in
the Black Sea. The government was compelled, therefore, to use
smaller and less suitable vessels for sending out their prisoners.
The Gloria Scott had been in the Chinese tea-trade, but she was an
old-fashioned, heavy-bowed, broad-beamed craft, and the new
clippers had cut her out. She was a five-hundred-ton boat; and
besides her thirty-eight jail-birds, she carried twenty-six of a
crew, eighteen soldiers, a captain, three mates, a doctor, a
chaplain, and four warders. Nearly a hundred souls were in her, all
told, when we set sail from Falmouth.

"'The partitions between the cells of the convicts, instead of
being of thick oak, as is usual in convict-ships, were quite thin
and frail. The man next to me, upon the aft side, was one whom I
had particularly noticed when we were led down the quay. He was a
young man with a clear, hairless face, a long, thin nose, and
rather nut-cracker jaws. He carried his head very jauntily in the
air, had a swaggering style of walking, and was, above all else,
remarkable for his extraordinary height. I don't think any of our
heads would have come up to his shoulder, and I am sure that he
could not have measured less than six and a half feet. It was
strange among so many sad and weary faces to see one which was full
of energy and resolution. The sight of it was to me like a fire in
a snow-storm. I was glad, then, to find that he was my neighbor,
and gladder still when, in the dead of the night, I heard a whisper
close to my ear, and found that he had managed to cut an opening in
the board which separated us.

"'"Hullo, chummy!" said he, "what's your name, and what are you
here for?"

"'I answered him, and asked in turn who I was talking with.

"'"I'm Jack Prendergast," said he, "and by God! You'll learn to
bless my name before you've done with me."

"'I remembered hearing of his case, for it was one which had
made an immense sensation throughout the country some time before
my own arrest. He was a man of good family and of great ability,
but of incurably vicious habits, who had by an ingenious system of
fraud obtained huge sums of money from the leading London
merchants.

"'"Ha, ha! You remember my case!" said he proudly.

"'"Very well, indeed."

"'"Then maybe you remember something queer about it?"

"'"What was that, then?"

"'"I'd had nearly a quarter of a million, hadn't I?"

"'"So it was said."

"'"But none was recovered, eh?"

"'"No."

"'"Well, where d'ye suppose the balance is?" he asked.

"'"I have no idea," said I.

"'"Right between my finger and thumb," he cried. "By God! I've
got more pounds to my name than you've hairs on your head. And if
you've money, my son, and know how to handle it and spread it, you
can do anything. Now, you don't think it likely that a man who
could do anything is going to wear his breeches out sitting in the
stinking hold of a rat-gutted, beetle-ridden, mouldy old coffin of
a Chin China coaster. No, sir, such a man will look after himself
and will look after his chums. You may lay to that! You hold on to
him, and you may kiss the book that he'll haul you through."

"'That was his style of talk, and at first I thought it meant
nothing; but after a while, when he had tested me and sworn me in
with all possible solemnity, he let me understand that there really
was a plot to gain command of the vessel. A dozen of the prisoners
had hatched it before they came aboard, Prendergast was the leader,
and his money was the motive power.

"'"I'd a partner," said he, "a rare good man, as true as a stock
to a barrel. He's got the dibbs, he has, and where do you think he
is at this moment? Why, he's the chaplain of this ship—the
chaplain, no less! He came aboard with a black coat, and his papers
right, and money enough in his box to buy the thing right up from
keel to main-truck. The crew are his, body and soul. He could buy
'em at so much a gross with a cash discount, and he did it before
ever they signed on. He's got two of the warders and Mereer, the
second mate, and he'd get the captain himself, if he thought him
worth it."

"'"What are we to do, then?" I asked.

"'"What do you think?" said he. "We'll make the coats of some of
these soldiers redder than ever the tailor did."

"'"But they are armed," said I.

"'"And so shall we be, my boy. There's a brace of pistols for
every mother's son of us, and if we can't carry this ship, with the
crew at our back, it's time we were all sent to a young misses'
boarding-school. You speak to your mate upon the left to-night, and
see if he is to be trusted."

"'I did so, and found my other neighbor to be a young fellow in
much the same position as myself, whose crime had been forgery. His
name was Evans, but he afterwards changed it, like myself, and he
is now a rich and prosperous man in the south of England. He was
ready enough to join the conspiracy, as the only means of saving
ourselves, and before we had crossed the Bay there were only two of
the prisoners who were not in the secret. One of these was of weak
mind, and we did not dare to trust him, and the other was suffering
from jaundice, and could not be of any use to us.

"'From the beginning there was really nothing to prevent us from
taking possession of the ship. The crew were a set of ruffians,
specially picked for the job. The sham chaplain came into our cells
to exhort us, carrying a black bag, supposed to be full of tracts,
and so often did he come that by the third day we had each stowed
away at the foot of our beds a file, a brace of pistols, a pound of
powder, and twenty slugs. Two of the warders were agents of
Prendergast, and the second mate was his right-hand man. The
captain, the two mates, two warders Lieutenant Martin, his eighteen
soldiers, and the doctor were all that we had against us. Yet, safe
as it was, we determined to neglect no precaution, and to make our
attack suddenly by night. It came, however, more quickly than we
expected, and in this way.

"'One evening, about the third week after our start, the doctor
had come down to see one of the prisoners who was ill, and putting
his hand down on the bottom of his bunk he felt the outline of the
pistols. If he had been silent he might have blown the whole thing,
but he was a nervous little chap, so he gave a cry of surprise and
turned so pale that the man knew what was up in an instant and
seized him. He was gagged before he could give the alarm, and tied
down upon the bed. He had unlocked the door that led to the deck,
and we were through it in a rush. The two sentries were shot down,
and so was a corporal who came running to see what was the matter.
There were two more soldiers at the door of the state-room, and
their muskets seemed not to be loaded, for they never fired upon
us, and they were shot while trying to fix their bayonets. Then we
rushed on into the captain's cabin, but as we pushed open the door
there was an explosion from within, and there he lay with his
brains smeared over the chart of the Atlantic which was pinned upon
the table, while the chaplain stood with a smoking pistol in his
hand at his elbow. The two mates had both been seized by the crew,
and the whole business seemed to be settled.

"'The state-room was next the cabin, and we flocked in there and
flopped down on the settees, all speaking together, for we were
just mad with the feeling that we were free once more. There were
lockers all round, and Wilson, the sham chaplain, knocked one of
them in, and pulled out a dozen of brown sherry. We cracked off the
necks of the bottles, poured the stuff out into tumblers, and were
just tossing them off, when in an instant without warning there
came the roar of muskets in our ears, and the saloon was so full of
smoke that we could not see across the table. When it cleared again
the place was a shambles. Wilson and eight others were wriggling on
the top of each other on the floor, and the blood and the brown
sherry on that table turn me sick now when I think of it. We were
so cowed by the sight that I think we should have given the job up
if it had not been for Prendergast. He bellowed like a bull and
rushed for the door with all that were left alive at his heels. Out
we ran, and there on the poop were the lieutenant and ten of his
men. The swing skylights above the saloon table had been a bit
open, and they had fired on us through the slit. We got on them
before they could load, and they stood to it like men; but we had
the upper hand of them, and in five minutes it was all over. My
God! Was there ever a slaughter-house like that ship! Prendergast
was like a raging devil, and he picked the soldiers up as if they
had been children and threw them overboard alive or dead. There was
one sergeant that was horribly wounded and yet kept on swimming for
a surprising time, until some one in mercy blew out his brains.
When the fighting was over there was no one left of our enemies
except just the warders the mates, and the doctor.

"'It was over them that the great quarrel arose. There were many
of us who were glad enough to win back our freedom, and yet who had
no wish to have murder on our souls. It was one thing to knock the
soldiers over with their muskets in their hands, and it was another
to stand by while men were being killed in cold blood. Eight of us,
five convicts and three sailors, said that we would not see it
done. But there was no moving Prendergast and those who were with
him. Our only chance of safety lay in making a clean job of it,
said he, and he would not leave a tongue with power to wag in a
witness-box. It nearly came to our sharing the fate of the
prisoners, but at last he said that if we wished we might take a
boat and go. We jumped at the offer, for we were already sick of
these bloodthirsty doings, and we saw that there would be worse
before it was done. We were given a suit of sailor togs each, a
barrel of water, two casks, one of junk and one of biscuits, and a
compass. Prendergast threw us over a chart, told us that we were
shipwrecked mariners whose ship had foundered in Lat. 15 degrees
and Long 25 degrees west, and then cut the painter and let us
go.

"'And now I come to the most surprising part of my story, my
dear son. The seamen had hauled the fore-yard aback during the
rising, but now as we left them they brought it square again, and
as there was a light wind from the north and east the bark began to
draw slowly away from us. Our boat lay, rising and falling, upon
the long, smooth rollers, and Evans and I, who were the most
educated of the party, were sitting in the sheets working out our
position and planning what coast we should make for. It was a nice
question, for the Cape de Verdes were about five hundred miles to
the north of us, and the African coast about seven hundred to the
east. On the whole, as the wind was coming round to the north, we
thought that Sierra Leone might be best, and turned our head in
that direction, the bark being at that time nearly hull down on our
starboard quarter. Suddenly as we looked at her we saw a dense
black cloud of smoke shoot up from her, which hung like a monstrous
tree upon the sky line. A few seconds later a roar like thunder
burst upon our ears, and as the smoke thinned away there was no
sign left of theGloria Scott. In an instant we swept the
boat's head round again and pulled with all our strength for the
place where the haze still trailing over the water marked the scene
of this catastrophe.

"'It was a long hour before we reached it, and at first we
feared that we had come too late to save any one. A splintered boat
and a number of crates and fragments of spars rising and falling on
the waves showed us where the vessel had foundered; but there was
no sign of life, and we had turned away in despair when we heard a
cry for help, and saw at some distance a piece of wreckage with a
man lying stretched across it. When we pulled him aboard the boat
he proved to be a young seaman of the name of Hudson, who was so
burned and exhausted that he could give us no account of what had
happened until the following morning.

"'It seemed that after we had left, Prendergast and his gang had
proceeded to put to death the five remaining prisoners. The two
warders had been shot and thrown overboard, and so also had the
third mate. Prendergast then descended into the 'tween-decks and
with his own hands cut the throat of the unfortunate surgeon. There
only remained the first mate, who was a bold and active man. When
he saw the convict approaching him with the bloody knife in his
hand he kicked off his bonds, which he had somehow contrived to
loosen, and rushing down the deck he plunged into the after-hold. A
dozen convicts, who descended with their pistols in search of him,
found him with a match-box in his hand seated beside an open
powder-barrel, which was one of a hundred carried on board, and
swearing that he would blow all hands up if he were in any way
molested. An instant later the explosion occurred, though Hudson
thought it was caused by the misdirected bullet of one of the
convicts rather than the mate's match. Be the cause what it may, it
was the end of the Gloria Scott and of the
rabble who held command of her.

"'Such, in a few words, my dear boy, is the history of this
terrible business in which I was involved. Next day we were picked
up by the brig Hotspur, bound for Australia, whose
captain found no difficulty in believing that we were the survivors
of a passenger ship which had foundered. The transport ship Gloria
Scott was set down by the Admiralty as being lost at sea, and no
word has ever leaked out as to her true fate. After an excellent
voyage theHotspur landed us at Sydney, where Evans
and I changed our names and made our way to the diggings, where,
among the crowds who were gathered from all nations, we had no
difficulty in losing our former identities. The rest I need not
relate. We prospered, we traveled, we came back as rich colonials
to England, and we bought country estates. For more than twenty
years we have led peaceful and useful lives, and we hoped that our
past was forever buried. Imagine, then, my feelings when in the
seaman who came to us I recognized instantly the man who had been
picked off the wreck. He had tracked us down somehow, and had set
himself to live upon our fears. You will understand now how it was
that I strove to keep the peace with him, and you will in some
measure sympathize with me in the fears which fill me, now that he
has gone from me to his other victim with threats upon his
tongue.'

"Underneath is written in a hand so shaky as to be hardly
legible, 'Beddoes writes in cipher to say H. Has told all. Sweet
Lord, have mercy on our souls!'

"That was the narrative which I read that night to young Trevor,
and I think, Watson, that under the circumstances it was a dramatic
one. The good fellow was heart-broken at it, and went out to the
Terai tea planting, where I hear that he is doing well. As to the
sailor and Beddoes, neither of them was ever heard of again after
that day on which the letter of warning was written. They both
disappeared utterly and completely. No complaint had been lodged
with the police, so that Beddoes had mistaken a threat for a deed.
Hudson had been seen lurking about, and it was believed by the
police that he had done away with Beddoes and had fled. For myself
I believe that the truth was exactly the opposite. I think that it
is most probable that Beddoes, pushed to desperation and believing
himself to have been already betrayed, had revenged himself upon
Hudson, and had fled from the country with as much money as he
could lay his hands on. Those are the facts of the case, Doctor,
and if they are of any use to your collection, I am sure that they
are very heartily at your service."










The Musgrave Ritual


An anomaly which often struck me in the character of my friend
Sherlock Holmes was that, although in his methods of thought he was
the neatest and most methodical of mankind, and although also he
affected a certain quiet primness of dress, he was none the less in
his personal habits one of the most untidy men that ever drove a
fellow-lodger to distraction. Not that I am in the least
conventional in that respect myself. The rough-and-tumble work in
Afghanistan, coming on the top of a natural Bohemianism of
disposition, has made me rather more lax than befits a medical man.
But with me there is a limit, and when I find a man who keeps his
cigars in the coal-scuttle, his tobacco in the toe end of a Persian
slipper, and his unanswered correspondence transfixed by a
jack-knife into the very centre of his wooden mantelpiece, then I
begin to give myself virtuous airs. I have always held, too, that
pistol practice should be distinctly an open-air pastime; and when
Holmes, in one of his queer humors, would sit in an arm-chair with
his hair-trigger and a hundred Boxer cartridges, and proceed to
adorn the opposite wall with a patriotic V. R. done in
bullet-pocks, I felt strongly that neither the atmosphere nor the
appearance of our room was improved by it.

Our chambers were always full of chemicals and of criminal
relics which had a way of wandering into unlikely positions, and of
turning up in the butter-dish or in even less desirable places. But
his papers were my great crux. He had a horror of destroying
documents, especially those which were connected with his past
cases, and yet it was only once in every year or two that he would
muster energy to docket and arrange them; for, as I have mentioned
somewhere in these incoherent memoirs, the outbursts of passionate
energy when he performed the remarkable feats with which his name
is associated were followed by reactions of lethargy during which
he would lie about with his violin and his books, hardly moving
save from the sofa to the table. Thus month after month his papers
accumulated, until every corner of the room was stacked with
bundles of manuscript which were on no account to be burned, and
which could not be put away save by their owner. One winter's
night, as we sat together by the fire, I ventured to suggest to him
that, as he had finished pasting extracts into his common-place
book, he might employ the next two hours in making our room a
little more habitable. He could not deny the justice of my request,
so with a rather rueful face he went off to his bedroom, from which
he returned presently pulling a large tin box behind him. This he
placed in the middle of the floor and, squatting down upon a stool
in front of it, he threw back the lid. I could see that it was
already a third full of bundles of paper tied up with red tape into
separate packages.

"There are cases enough here, Watson," said he, looking at me
with mischievous eyes. "I think that if you knew all that I had in
this box you would ask me to pull some out instead of putting
others in."

"These are the records of your early work, then?" I asked. "I
have often wished that I had notes of those cases."

"Yes, my boy, these were all done prematurely before my
biographer had come to glorify me." He lifted bundle after bundle
in a tender, caressing sort of way. "They are not all successes,
Watson," said he. "But there are some pretty little problems among
them. Here's the record of the Tarleton murders, and the case of
Vamberry, the wine merchant, and the adventure of the old Russian
woman, and the singular affair of the aluminium crutch, as well as
a full account of Ricoletti of the club-foot, and his abominable
wife. And here—ah, now, this really is something a little
recherché."

He dived his arm down to the bottom of the chest, and brought up
a small wooden box with a sliding lid, such as children's toys are
kept in. From within he produced a crumpled piece of paper, and
old-fashioned brass key, a peg of wood with a ball of string
attached to it, and three rusty old disks of metal.

"Well, my boy, what do you make of this lot?" he asked, smiling
at my expression.

"It is a curious collection."

"Very curious, and the story that hangs round it will strike you
as being more curious still."

"These relics have a history then?"

"So much so that they are history."

"What do you mean by that?"

Sherlock Holmes picked them up one by one, and laid them along
the edge of the table. Then he reseated himself in his chair and
looked them over with a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.

"These," said he, "are all that I have left to remind me of the
adventure of the Musgrave Ritual."

I had heard him mention the case more than once, though I had
never been able to gather the details. "I should be so glad," said
I, "if you would give me an account of it."

"And leave the litter as it is?" he cried, mischievously. "Your
tidiness won't bear much strain after all, Watson. But I should be
glad that you should add this case to your annals, for there are
points in it which make it quite unique in the criminal records of
this or, I believe, of any other country. A collection of my
trifling achievements would certainly be incomplete which contained
no account of this very singular business.

"You may remember how the affair of the Gloria
Scott, and my conversation with the unhappy man whose fate I
told you of, first turned my attention in the direction of the
profession which has become my life's work. You see me now when my
name has become known far and wide, and when I am generally
recognized both by the public and by the official force as being a
final court of appeal in doubtful cases. Even when you knew me
first, at the time of the affair which you have commemorated in 'A
Study in Scarlet,' I had already established a considerable, though
not a very lucrative, connection. You can hardly realize, then, how
difficult I found it at first, and how long I had to wait before I
succeeded in making any headway.

"When I first came up to London I had rooms in Montague Street,
just round the corner from the British Museum, and there I waited,
filling in my too abundant leisure time by studying all those
branches of science which might make me more efficient. Now and
again cases came in my way, principally through the introduction of
old fellow-students, for during my last years at the University
there was a good deal of talk there about myself and my methods.
The third of these cases was that of the Musgrave Ritual, and it is
to the interest which was aroused by that singular chain of events,
and the large issues which proved to be at stake, that I trace my
first stride towards the position which I now hold.

"Reginald Musgrave had been in the same college as myself, and I
had some slight acquaintance with him. He was not generally popular
among the undergraduates, though it always seemed to me that what
was set down as pride was really an attempt to cover extreme
natural diffidence. In appearance he was a man of exceedingly
aristocratic type, thin, high-nosed, and large-eyed, with languid
and yet courtly manners. He was indeed a scion of one of the very
oldest families in the kingdom, though his branch was a cadet one
which had separated from the northern Musgraves some time in the
sixteenth century, and had established itself in western Sussex,
where the Manor House of Hurlstone is perhaps the oldest inhabited
building in the county. Something of his birth place seemed to
cling to the man, and I never looked at his pale, keen face or the
poise of his head without associating him with gray archways and
mullioned windows and all the venerable wreckage of a feudal keep.
Once or twice we drifted into talk, and I can remember that more
than once he expressed a keen interest in my methods of observation
and inference.

"For four years I had seen nothing of him until one morning he
walked into my room in Montague Street. He had changed little, was
dressed like a young man of fashion—he was always a bit of a
dandy—and preserved the same quiet, suave manner which had formerly
distinguished him.

"'How has all gone with you Musgrave?' I asked, after we had
cordially shaken hands.

"'You probably heard of my poor father's death,' said he; 'he
was carried off about two years ago. Since then I have of course
had the Hurlstone estates to manage, and as I am member for my
district as well, my life has been a busy one. But I understand,
Holmes, that you are turning to practical ends those powers with
which you used to amaze us?'

"'Yes,' said I, 'I have taken to living by my wits.'

"'I am delighted to hear it, for your advice at present would be
exceedingly valuable to me. We have had some very strange doings at
Hurlstone, and the police have been able to throw no light upon the
matter. It is really the most extraordinary and inexplicable
business.'

"You can imagine with what eagerness I listened to him, Watson,
for the very chance for which I had been panting during all those
months of inaction seemed to have come within my reach. In my
inmost heart I believed that I could succeed where others failed,
and now I had the opportunity to test myself.

"'Pray, let me have the details,' I cried.

"Reginald Musgrave sat down opposite to me, and lit the
cigarette which I had pushed towards him.

"'You must know,' said he, 'that though I am a bachelor, I have
to keep up a considerable staff of servants at Hurlstone, for it is
a rambling old place, and takes a good deal of looking after. I
preserve, too, and in the pheasant months I usually have a
house-party, so that it would not do to be short-handed. Altogether
there are eight maids, the cook, the butler, two footmen, and a
boy. The garden and the stables of course have a separate
staff.

"'Of these servants the one who had been longest in our service
was Brunton the butler. He was a young school-master out of place
when he was first taken up by my father, but he was a man of great
energy and character, and he soon became quite invaluable in the
household. He was a well-grown, handsome man, with a splendid
forehead, and though he has been with us for twenty years he cannot
be more than forty now. With his personal advantages and his
extraordinary gifts—for he can speak several languages and play
nearly every musical instrument—it is wonderful that he should have
been satisfied so long in such a position, but I suppose that he
was comfortable, and lacked energy to make any change. The butler
of Hurlstone is always a thing that is remembered by all who visit
us.

"'But this paragon has one fault. He is a bit of a Don Juan, and
you can imagine that for a man like him it is not a very difficult
part to play in a quiet country district. When he was married it
was all right, but since he has been a widower we have had no end
of trouble with him. A few months ago we were in hopes that he was
about to settle down again for he became engaged to Rachel Howells,
our second house-maid; but he has thrown her over since then and
taken up with Janet Tregellis, the daughter of the head
game-keeper. Rachel—who is a very good girl, but of an excitable
Welsh temperament—had a sharp touch of brain-fever, and goes about
the house now—or did until yesterday—like a black-eyed shadow of
her former self. That was our first drama at Hurlstone; but a
second one came to drive it from our minds, and it was prefaced by
the disgrace and dismissal of butler Brunton.

"'This was how it came about. I have said that the man was
intelligent, and this very intelligence has caused his ruin, for it
seems to have led to an insatiable curiosity about things which did
not in the least concern him. I had no idea of the lengths to which
this would carry him, until the merest accident opened my eyes to
it.

"'I have said that the house is a rambling one. One day last
week—on Thursday night, to be more exact—I found that I could not
sleep, having foolishly taken a cup of strong café noir after my
dinner. After struggling against it until two in the morning, I
felt that it was quite hopeless, so I rose and lit the candle with
the intention of continuing a novel which I was reading. The book,
however, had been left in the billiard-room, so I pulled on my
dressing-gown and started off to get it.

"'In order to reach the billiard-room I had to descend a flight
of stairs and then to cross the head of a passage which led to the
library and the gun-room. You can imagine my surprise when, as I
looked down this corridor, I saw a glimmer of light coming from the
open door of the library. I had myself extinguished the lamp and
closed the door before coming to bed. Naturally my first thought
was of burglars. The corridors at Hurlstone have their walls
largely decorated with trophies of old weapons. From one of these I
picked a battle-axe, and then, leaving my candle behind me, I crept
on tiptoe down the passage and peeped in at the open door.

"'Brunton, the butler, was in the library. He was sitting, fully
dressed, in an easy-chair, with a slip of paper which looked like a
map upon his knee, and his forehead sunk forward upon his hand in
deep thought. I stood dumb with astonishment, watching him from the
darkness. A small taper on the edge of the table shed a feeble
light which sufficed to show me that he was fully dressed.
Suddenly, as I looked, he rose from his chair, and walking over to
a bureau at the side, he unlocked it and drew out one of the
drawers. From this he took a paper, and returning to his seat he
flattened it out beside the taper on the edge of the table, and
began to study it with minute attention. My indignation at this
calm examination of our family documents overcame me so far that I
took a step forward, and Brunton, looking up, saw me standing in
the doorway. He sprang to his feet, his face turned livid with
fear, and he thrust into his breast the chart-like paper which he
had been originally studying.

"'"So!" said I. "This is how you repay the trust which we have
reposed in you. You will leave my service to-morrow."

"'He bowed with the look of a man who is utterly crushed, and
slunk past me without a word. The taper was still on the table, and
by its light I glanced to see what the paper was which Brunton had
taken from the bureau. To my surprise it was nothing of any
importance at all, but simply a copy of the questions and answers
in the singular old observance called the Musgrave Ritual. It is a
sort of ceremony peculiar to our family, which each Musgrave for
centuries past has gone through on his coming of age—a thing of
private interest, and perhaps of some little importance to the
archaeologist, like our own blazonings and charges, but of no
practical use whatever.'

"'We had better come back to the paper afterwards,' said I.

"'If you think it really necessary,' he answered, with some
hesitation. 'To continue my statement, however: I relocked the
bureau, using the key which Brunton had left, and I had turned to
go when I was surprised to find that the butler had returned, and
was standing before me.

"'"Mr. Musgrave, sir," he cried, in a voice which was hoarse
with emotion, "I can't bear disgrace, sir. I've always been proud
above my station in life, and disgrace would kill me. My blood will
be on your head, sir—it will, indeed—if you drive me to despair. If
you cannot keep me after what has passed, then for God's sake let
me give you notice and leave in a month, as if of my own free will.
I could stand that, Mr. Musgrave, but not to be cast out before all
the folk that I know so well."

"'"You don't deserve much consideration, Brunton," I answered.
"Your conduct has been most infamous. However, as you have been a
long time in the family, I have no wish to bring public disgrace
upon you. A month, however is too long. Take yourself away in a
week, and give what reason you like for going."

"'"Only a week, sir?" he cried, in a despairing voice. "A
fortnight—say at least a fortnight!"

"'"A week," I repeated, "and you may consider yourself to have
been very leniently dealt with."

"'He crept away, his face sunk upon his breast, like a broken
man, while I put out the light and returned to my room.

"'"For two days after this Brunton was most assiduous in his
attention to his duties. I made no allusion to what had passed, and
waited with some curiosity to see how he would cover his disgrace.
On the third morning, however he did not appear, as was his custom,
after breakfast to receive my instructions for the day. As I left
the dining-room I happened to meet Rachel Howells, the maid. I have
told you that she had only recently recovered from an illness, and
was looking so wretchedly pale and wan that I remonstrated with her
for being at work.

"'"You should be in bed," I said. "Come back to your duties when
you are stronger."

"'She looked at me with so strange an expression that I began to
suspect that her brain was affected.

"'"I am strong enough, Mr. Musgrave," said she.

"'"We will see what the doctor says," I answered. "You must stop
work now, and when you go downstairs just say that I wish to see
Brunton."

"'"The butler is gone," said she.

"'"Gone! Gone where?"

"'"He is gone. No one has seen him. He is not in his room. Oh,
yes, he is gone, he is gone!" She fell back against the wall with
shriek after shriek of laughter, while I, horrified at this sudden
hysterical attack, rushed to the bell to summon help. The girl was
taken to her room, still screaming and sobbing, while I made
inquiries about Brunton. There was no doubt about it that he had
disappeared. His bed had not been slept in, he had been seen by no
one since he had retired to his room the night before, and yet it
was difficult to see how he could have left the house, as both
windows and doors were found to be fastened in the morning. His
clothes, his watch, and even his money were in his room, but the
black suit which he usually wore was missing. His slippers, too,
were gone, but his boots were left behind. Where then could butler
Brunton have gone in the night, and what could have become of him
now?

"'Of course we searched the house from cellar to garret, but
there was no trace of him. It is, as I have said, a labyrinth of an
old house, especially the original wing, which is now practically
uninhabited; but we ransacked every room and cellar without
discovering the least sign of the missing man. It was incredible to
me that he could have gone away leaving all his property behind
him, and yet where could he be? I called in the local police, but
without success. Rain had fallen on the night before and we
examined the lawn and the paths all round the house, but in vain.
Matters were in this state, when a new development quite drew our
attention away from the original mystery.

"'For two days Rachel Howells had been so ill, sometimes
delirious, sometimes hysterical, that a nurse had been employed to
sit up with her at night. On the third night after Brunton's
disappearance, the nurse, finding her patient sleeping nicely, had
dropped into a nap in the arm-chair, when she woke in the early
morning to find the bed empty, the window open, and no signs of the
invalid. I was instantly aroused, and, with the two footmen,
started off at once in search of the missing girl. It was not
difficult to tell the direction which she had taken, for, starting
from under her window, we could follow her footmarks easily across
the lawn to the edge of the mere, where they vanished close to the
gravel path which leads out of the grounds. The lake there is eight
feet deep, and you can imagine our feelings when we saw that the
trail of the poor demented girl came to an end at the edge of
it.

"'Of course, we had the drags at once, and set to work to
recover the remains, but no trace of the body could we find. On the
other hand, we brought to the surface an object of a most
unexpected kind. It was a linen bag which contained within it a
mass of old rusted and discolored metal and several dull-colored
pieces of pebble or glass. This strange find was all that we could
get from the mere, and, although we made every possible search and
inquiry yesterday, we know nothing of the fate either of Rachel
Howells or of Richard Brunton. The county police are at their wits'
end, and I have come up to you as a last resource.'

"You can imagine, Watson, with what eagerness I listened to this
extraordinary sequence of events, and endeavored to piece them
together, and to devise some common thread upon which they might
all hang. The butler was gone. The maid was gone. The maid had
loved the butler, but had afterwards had cause to hate him. She was
of Welsh blood, fiery and passionate. She had been terribly excited
immediately after his disappearance. She had flung into the lake a
bag containing some curious contents. These were all factors which
had to be taken into consideration, and yet none of them got quite
to the heart of the matter. What was the starting-point of this
chain of events? There lay the end of this tangled line.

"'I must see that paper, Musgrave,' said I, 'which this butler
of your thought it worth his while to consult, even at the risk of
the loss of his place.'

"'It is rather an absurd business, this ritual of ours,' he
answered. 'But it has at least the saving grace of antiquity to
excuse it. I have a copy of the questions and answers here if you
care to run your eye over them.'

"He handed me the very paper which I have here, Watson, and this
is the strange catechism to which each Musgrave had to submit when
he came to man's estate. I will read you the questions and answers
as they stand.

"'Whose was it?'

"'His who is gone.'

"'Who shall have it?'

"'He who will come.'

"'Where was the sun?'

"'Over the oak.'

"'Where was the shadow?'

"'Under the elm.'

"How was it stepped?'

"'North by ten and by ten, east by five and by five, south by
two and by two, west by one and by one, and so under.'

"'What shall we give for it?'

"'All that is ours.'

"'Why should we give it?'

"'For the sake of the trust.'

"'The original has no date, but is in the spelling of the middle
of the seventeenth century,' remarked Musgrave. 'I am afraid,
however, that it can be of little help to you in solving this
mystery.'

"'At least,' said I, 'it gives us another mystery, and one which
is even more interesting than the first. It may be that the
solution of the one may prove to be the solution of the other. You
will excuse me, Musgrave, if I say that your butler appears to me
to have been a very clever man, and to have had a clearer insight
than ten generations of his masters.'

"'I hardly follow you,' said Musgrave. 'The paper seems to me to
be of no practical importance.'

"'But to me it seems immensely practical, and I fancy that
Brunton took the same view. He had probably seen it before that
night on which you caught him.'

"'It is very possible. We took no pains to hide it.'

"'He simply wished, I should imagine, to refresh his memory upon
that last occasion. He had, as I understand, some sort of map or
chart which he was comparing with the manuscript, and which he
thrust into his pocket when you appeared.'

"'That is true. But what could he have to do with this old
family custom of ours, and what does this rigmarole mean?'

"'I don't think that we should have much difficulty in
determining that,' said I; 'with your permission we will take the
first train down to Sussex, and go a little more deeply into the
matter upon the spot.'

"The same afternoon saw us both at Hurlstone. Possibly you have
seen pictures and read descriptions of the famous old building, so
I will confine my account of it to saying that it is built in the
shape of an L, the long arm being the more modern portion, and the
shorter the ancient nucleus, from which the other had developed.
Over the low, heavily-lintelled door, in the centre of this old
part, is chiseled the date, 1607, but experts are agreed that the
beams and stone-work are really much older than this. The
enormously thick walls and tiny windows of this part had in the
last century driven the family into building the new wing, and the
old one was used now as a store-house and a cellar, when it was
used at all. A splendid park with fine old timber surrounds the
house, and the lake, to which my client had referred, lay close to
the avenue, about two hundred yards from the building.

"I was already firmly convinced, Watson, that there were not
three separate mysteries here, but one only, and that if I could
read the Musgrave Ritual aright I should hold in my hand the clue
which would lead me to the truth concerning both the butler Brunton
and the maid Howells. To that then I turned all my energies. Why
should this servant be so anxious to master this old formula?
Evidently because he saw something in it which had escaped all
those generations of country squires, and from which he expected
some personal advantage. What was it then, and how had it affected
his fate?

"It was perfectly obvious to me, on reading the ritual, that the
measurements must refer to some spot to which the rest of the
document alluded, and that if we could find that spot, we should be
in a fair way towards finding what the secret was which the old
Musgraves had thought it necessary to embalm in so curious a
fashion. There were two guides given us to start with, an oak and
an elm. As to the oak there could be no question at all. Right in
front of the house, upon the left-hand side of the drive, there
stood a patriarch among oaks, one of the most magnificent trees
that I have ever seen.

"'That was there when your ritual was drawn up,' said I, as we
drove past it.

"'It was there at the Norman Conquest in all probability,' he
answered. 'It has a girth of twenty-three feet.'

"'Have you any old elms?' I asked.

"'There used to be a very old one over yonder but it was struck
by lightning ten years ago, and we cut down the stump.'

"'You can see where it used to be?'

"'Oh, yes.'

"'There are no other elms?'

"'No old ones, but plenty of beeches.'

"'I should like to see where it grew.'

"We had driven up in a dog-cart, and my client led me away at
once, without our entering the house, to the scar on the lawn where
the elm had stood. It was nearly midway between the oak and the
house. My investigation seemed to be progressing.

"'I suppose it is impossible to find out how high the elm was?'
I asked.

"'I can give you it at once. It was sixty-four feet.'

"'How do you come to know it?' I asked, in surprise.

"'When my old tutor used to give me an exercise in trigonometry,
it always took the shape of measuring heights. When I was a lad I
worked out every tree and building in the estate.'

"This was an unexpected piece of luck. My data were coming more
quickly than I could have reasonably hoped.

"'Tell me,' I asked, 'did your butler ever ask you such a
question?'

"Reginald Musgrave looked at me in astonishment. 'Now that you
call it to my mind,' he answered, 'Brunton did ask me about the
height of the tree some months ago, in connection with some little
argument with the groom.'

"This was excellent news, Watson, for it showed me that I was on
the right road. I looked up at the sun. It was low in the heavens,
and I calculated that in less than an hour it would lie just above
the topmost branches of the old oak. One condition mentioned in the
Ritual would then be fulfilled. And the shadow of the elm must mean
the farther end of the shadow, otherwise the trunk would have been
chosen as the guide. I had, then, to find where the far end of the
shadow would fall when the sun was just clear of the oak."

"That must have been difficult, Holmes, when the elm was no
longer there."

"Well, at least I knew that if Brunton could do it, I could
also. Besides, there was no real difficulty. I went with Musgrave
to his study and whittled myself this peg, to which I tied this
long string with a knot at each yard. Then I took two lengths of a
fishing-rod, which came to just six feet, and I went back with my
client to where the elm had been. The sun was just grazing the top
of the oak. I fastened the rod on end, marked out the direction of
the shadow, and measured it. It was nine feet in length.

"Of course the calculation now was a simple one. If a rod of six
feet threw a shadow of nine, a tree of sixty-four feet would throw
one of ninety-six, and the line of the one would of course be the
line of the other. I measured out the distance, which brought me
almost to the wall of the house, and I thrust a peg into the spot.
You can imagine my exultation, Watson, when within two inches of my
peg I saw a conical depression in the ground. I knew that it was
the mark made by Brunton in his measurements, and that I was still
upon his trail.

"From this starting-point I proceeded to step, having first
taken the cardinal points by my pocket-compass. Ten steps with each
foot took me along parallel with the wall of the house, and again I
marked my spot with a peg. Then I carefully paced off five to the
east and two to the south. It brought me to the very threshold of
the old door. Two steps to the west meant now that I was to go two
paces down the stone-flagged passage, and this was the place
indicated by the Ritual.

"Never have I felt such a cold chill of disappointment, Watson.
For a moment is seemed to me that there must be some radical
mistake in my calculations. The setting sun shone full upon the
passage floor, and I could see that the old, foot-worn gray stones
with which it was paved were firmly cemented together, and had
certainly not been moved for many a long year. Brunton had not been
at work here. I tapped upon the floor, but it sounded the same all
over, and there was no sign of any crack or crevice. But,
fortunately, Musgrave, who had begun to appreciate the meaning of
my proceedings, and who was now as excited as myself, took out his
manuscript to check my calculation.

"'And under,' he cried. 'You have omitted the "and under."'

"I had thought that it meant that we were to dig, but now, of
course, I saw at once that I was wrong. 'There is a cellar under
this then?' I cried.

"'Yes, and as old as the house. Down here, through this
door.'

"We went down a winding stone stair, and my companion, striking
a match, lit a large lantern which stood on a barrel in the corner.
In an instant it was obvious that we had at last come upon the true
place, and that we had not been the only people to visit the spot
recently.

"It had been used for the storage of wood, but the billets,
which had evidently been littered over the floor, were now piled at
the sides, so as to leave a clear space in the middle. In this
space lay a large and heavy flagstone with a rusted iron ring in
the centre to which a thick shepherd's-check muffler was
attached.

"'By Jove!' cried my client. 'That's Brunton's muffler. I have
seen it on him, and could swear to it. What has the villain been
doing here?'

"At my suggestion a couple of the county police were summoned to
be present, and I then endeavored to raise the stone by pulling on
the cravat. I could only move it slightly, and it was with the aid
of one of the constables that I succeeded at last in carrying it to
one side. A black hole yawned beneath into which we all peered,
while Musgrave, kneeling at the side, pushed down the lantern.

"A small chamber about seven feet deep and four feet square lay
open to us. At one side of this was a squat, brass-bound wooden
box, the lid of which was hinged upwards, with this curious
old-fashioned key projecting from the lock. It was furred outside
by a thick layer of dust, and damp and worms had eaten through the
wood, so that a crop of livid fungi was growing on the inside of
it. Several discs of metal, old coins apparently, such as I hold
here, were scattered over the bottom of the box, but it contained
nothing else.

"At the moment, however, we had no thought for the old chest,
for our eyes were riveted upon that which crouched beside it. It
was the figure of a man, clad in a suit of black, who squatted down
upon his hams with his forehead sunk upon the edge of the box and
his two arms thrown out on each side of it. The attitude had drawn
all the stagnant blood to the face, and no man could have
recognized that distorted liver-colored countenance; but his
height, his dress, and his hair were all sufficient to show my
client, when we had drawn the body up, that it was indeed his
missing butler. He had been dead some days, but there was no wound
or bruise upon his person to show how he had met his dreadful end.
When his body had been carried from the cellar we found ourselves
still confronted with a problem which was almost as formidable as
that with which we had started.

"I confess that so far, Watson, I had been disappointed in my
investigation. I had reckoned upon solving the matter when once I
had found the place referred to in the Ritual; but now I was there,
and was apparently as far as ever from knowing what it was which
the family had concealed with such elaborate precautions. It is
true that I had thrown a light upon the fate of Brunton, but now I
had to ascertain how that fate had come upon him, and what part had
been played in the matter by the woman who had disappeared. I sat
down upon a keg in the corner and thought the whole matter
carefully over.

"You know my methods in such cases, Watson. I put myself in the
man's place and, having first gauged his intelligence, I try to
imagine how I should myself have proceeded under the same
circumstances. In this case the matter was simplified by Brunton's
intelligence being quite first-rate, so that it was unnecessary to
make any allowance for the personal equation, as the astronomers
have dubbed it. He knew that something valuable was concealed. He
had spotted the place. He found that the stone which covered it was
just too heavy for a man to move unaided. What would he do next? He
could not get help from outside, even if he had some one whom he
could trust, without the unbarring of doors and considerable risk
of detection. It was better, if he could, to have his helpmate
inside the house. But whom could he ask? This girl had been devoted
to him. A man always finds it hard to realize that he may have
finally lost a woman's love, however badly he may have treated her.
He would try by a few attentions to make his peace with the girl
Howells, and then would engage her as his accomplice. Together they
would come at night to the cellar, and their united force would
suffice to raise the stone. So far I could follow their actions as
if I had actually seen them.

"But for two of them, and one a woman, it must have been heavy
work the raising of that stone. A burly Sussex policeman and I had
found it no light job. What would they do to assist them? Probably
what I should have done myself. I rose and examined carefully the
different billets of wood which were scattered round the floor.
Almost at once I came upon what I expected. One piece, about three
feet in length, had a very marked indentation at one end, while
several were flattened at the sides as if they had been compressed
by some considerable weight. Evidently, as they had dragged the
stone up they had thrust the chunks of wood into the chink, until
at last, when the opening was large enough to crawl through, they
would hold it open by a billet placed lengthwise, which might very
well become indented at the lower end, since the whole weight of
the stone would press it down on to the edge of this other slab. So
far I was still on safe ground.

"And now how was I to proceed to reconstruct this midnight
drama? Clearly, only one could fit into the hole, and that one was
Brunton. The girl must have waited above. Brunton then unlocked the
box, handed up the contents presumably—since they were not to be
found—and then—and then what happened?

"What smouldering fire of vengeance had suddenly sprung into
flame in this passionate Celtic woman's soul when she saw the man
who had wronged her—wronged her, perhaps, far more than we
suspected—in her power? Was it a chance that the wood had slipped,
and that the stone had shut Brunton into what had become his
sepulchre? Had she only been guilty of silence as to his fate? Or
had some sudden blow from her hand dashed the support away and sent
the slab crashing down into its place? Be that as it might, I
seemed to see that woman's figure still clutching at her treasure
trove and flying wildly up the winding stair, with her ears ringing
perhaps with the muffled screams from behind her and with the
drumming of frenzied hands against the slab of stone which was
choking her faithless lover's life out.

"Here was the secret of her blanched face, her shaken nerves,
her peals of hysterical laughter on the next morning. But what had
been in the box? What had she done with that? Of course, it must
have been the old metal and pebbles which my client had dragged
from the mere. She had thrown them in there at the first
opportunity to remove the last trace of her crime.

"For twenty minutes I had sat motionless, thinking the matter
out. Musgrave still stood with a very pale face, swinging his
lantern and peering down into the hole.

"'These are coins of Charles the First,' said he, holding out
the few which had been in the box; 'you see we were right in fixing
our date for the Ritual.'

"'We may find something else of Charles the First,' I cried, as
the probable meaning of the first two questions of the Ritual broke
suddenly upon me. 'Let me see the contents of the bag which you
fished from the mere.'

"We ascended to his study, and he laid the debris before me. I
could understand his regarding it as of small importance when I
looked at it, for the metal was almost black and the stones
lustreless and dull. I rubbed one of them on my sleeve, however,
and it glowed afterwards like a spark in the dark hollow of my
hand. The metal work was in the form of a double ring, but it had
been bent and twisted out of its original shape.

"'You must bear in mind,' said I, 'that the royal party made
head in England even after the death of the king, and that when
they at last fled they probably left many of their most precious
possessions buried behind them, with the intention of returning for
them in more peaceful times.'

"'My ancestor, Sir Ralph Musgrave, was a prominent Cavalier and
the right-hand man of Charles the Second in his wanderings,' said
my friend.

"'Ah, indeed!' I answered. 'Well now, I think that really should
give us the last link that we wanted. I must congratulate you on
coming into the possession, though in rather a tragic manner of a
relic which is of great intrinsic value, but of even greater
importance as an historical curiosity.'

"'What is it, then?' he gasped in astonishment.

"'It is nothing less than the ancient crown of the kings of
England.'

"'The crown!'

"'Precisely. Consider what the Ritual says: How does it run?
"Whose was it?" "His who is gone." That was after the execution of
Charles. Then, "Who shall have it?" "He who will come." That was
Charles the Second, whose advent was already foreseen. There can, I
think, be no doubt that this battered and shapeless diadem once
encircled the brows of the royal Stuarts.'

"'And how came it in the pond?'

"'Ah, that is a question that will take some time to answer.'
And with that I sketched out to him the whole long chain of surmise
and of proof which I had constructed. The twilight had closed in
and the moon was shining brightly in the sky before my narrative
was finished.

"'And how was it then that Charles did not get his crown when he
returned?' asked Musgrave, pushing back the relic into its linen
bag.

"'Ah, there you lay your finger upon the one point which we
shall probably never be able to clear up. It is likely that the
Musgrave who held the secret died in the interval, and by some
oversight left this guide to his descendant without explaining the
meaning of it. From that day to this it has been handed down from
father to son, until at last it came within reach of a man who tore
its secret out of it and lost his life in the venture.'

"And that's the story of the Musgrave Ritual, Watson. They have
the crown down at Hurlstone—though they had some legal bother and a
considerable sum to pay before they were allowed to retain it. I am
sure that if you mentioned my name they would be happy to show it
to you. Of the woman nothing was ever heard, and the probability is
that she got away out of England and carried herself and the memory
of her crime to some land beyond the seas."










The Reigate Puzzle


It was some time before the health of my friend Mr. Sherlock
Holmes recovered from the strain caused by his immense exertions in
the spring of '87. The whole question of the Netherland-Sumatra
Company and of the colossal schemes of Baron Maupertuis are too
recent in the minds of the public, and are too intimately concerned
with politics and finance to be fitting subjects for this series of
sketches. They led, however, in an indirect fashion to a singular
and complex problem which gave my friend an opportunity of
demonstrating the value of a fresh weapon among the many with which
he waged his life-long battle against crime.

On referring to my notes I see that it was upon the 14th of
April that I received a telegram from Lyons which informed me that
Holmes was lying ill in the Hotel Dulong. Within twenty-four hours
I was in his sick-room, and was relieved to find that there was
nothing formidable in his symptoms. Even his iron constitution,
however, had broken down under the strain of an investigation which
had extended over two months, during which period he had never
worked less than fifteen hours a day, and had more than once, as he
assured me, kept to his task for five days at a stretch. Even the
triumphant issue of his labors could not save him from reaction
after so terrible an exertion, and at a time when Europe was
ringing with his name and when his room was literally ankle-deep
with congratulatory telegrams I found him a prey to the blackest
depression. Even the knowledge that he had succeeded where the
police of three countries had failed, and that he had outmanoeuvred
at every point the most accomplished swindler in Europe, was
insufficient to rouse him from his nervous prostration.

Three days later we were back in Baker Street together; but it
was evident that my friend would be much the better for a change,
and the thought of a week of spring time in the country was full of
attractions to me also. My old friend, Colonel Hayter, who had come
under my professional care in Afghanistan, had now taken a house
near Reigate in Surrey, and had frequently asked me to come down to
him upon a visit. On the last occasion he had remarked that if my
friend would only come with me he would be glad to extend his
hospitality to him also. A little diplomacy was needed, but when
Holmes understood that the establishment was a bachelor one, and
that he would be allowed the fullest freedom, he fell in with my
plans and a week after our return from Lyons we were under the
Colonel's roof. Hayter was a fine old soldier who had seen much of
the world, and he soon found, as I had expected, that Holmes and he
had much in common.

On the evening of our arrival we were sitting in the Colonel's
gun-room after dinner, Holmes stretched upon the sofa, while Hayter
and I looked over his little armory of Eastern weapons.

"By the way," said he suddenly, "I think I'll take one of these
pistols upstairs with me in case we have an alarm."

"An alarm!" said I.

"Yes, we've had a scare in this part lately. Old Acton, who is
one of our county magnates, had his house broken into last Monday.
No great damage done, but the fellows are still at large."

"No clue?" asked Holmes, cocking his eye at the Colonel.

"None as yet. But the affair is a petty one, one of our little
country crimes, which must seem too small for your attention, Mr.
Holmes, after this great international affair."

Holmes waved away the compliment, though his smile showed that
it had pleased him.

"Was there any feature of interest?"

"I fancy not. The thieves ransacked the library and got very
little for their pains. The whole place was turned upside down,
drawers burst open, and presses ransacked, with the result that an
odd volume of Pope's 'Homer,' two plated candlesticks, an ivory
letter-weight, a small oak barometer, and a ball of twine are all
that have vanished."

"What an extraordinary assortment!" I exclaimed.

"Oh, the fellows evidently grabbed hold of everything they could
get."

Holmes grunted from the sofa.

"The county police ought to make something of that," said he;
"why, it is surely obvious that—"

But I held up a warning finger.

"You are here for a rest, my dear fellow. For Heaven's sake
don't get started on a new problem when your nerves are all in
shreds."

Holmes shrugged his shoulders with a glance of comic resignation
towards the Colonel, and the talk drifted away into less dangerous
channels.

It was destined, however, that all my professional caution
should be wasted, for next morning the problem obtruded itself upon
us in such a way that it was impossible to ignore it, and our
country visit took a turn which neither of us could have
anticipated. We were at breakfast when the Colonel's butler rushed
in with all his propriety shaken out of him.

"Have you heard the news, sir?" he gasped. "At the Cunningham's
sir!"

"Burglary!" cried the Colonel, with his coffee-cup in
mid-air.

"Murder!"

The Colonel whistled. "By Jove!" said he. "Who's killed, then?
The J.P. or his son?"

"Neither, sir. It was William the coachman. Shot through the
heart, sir, and never spoke again."

"Who shot him, then?"

"The burglar, sir. He was off like a shot and got clean away.
He'd just broke in at the pantry window when William came on him
and met his end in saving his master's property."

"What time?"

"It was last night, sir, somewhere about twelve."

"Ah, then, we'll step over afterwards," said the Colonel, coolly
settling down to his breakfast again. "It's a baddish business," he
added when the butler had gone; "he's our leading man about here,
is old Cunningham, and a very decent fellow too. He'll be cut up
over this, for the man has been in his service for years and was a
good servant. It's evidently the same villains who broke into
Acton's."

"And stole that very singular collection," said Holmes,
thoughtfully.

"Precisely."

"Hum! It may prove the simplest matter in the world, but all the
same at first glance this is just a little curious, is it not? A
gang of burglars acting in the country might be expected to vary
the scene of their operations, and not to crack two cribs in the
same district within a few days. When you spoke last night of
taking precautions I remember that it passed through my mind that
this was probably the last parish in England to which the thief or
thieves would be likely to turn their attention—which shows that I
have still much to learn."

"I fancy it's some local practitioner," said the Colonel. "In
that case, of course, Acton's and Cunningham's are just the places
he would go for, since they are far the largest about here."

"And richest?"

"Well, they ought to be, but they've had a lawsuit for some
years which has sucked the blood out of both of them, I fancy. Old
Acton has some claim on half Cunningham's estate, and the lawyers
have been at it with both hands."

"If it's a local villain there should not be much difficulty in
running him down," said Holmes with a yawn. "All right, Watson, I
don't intend to meddle."

"Inspector Forrester, sir," said the butler, throwing open the
door.

The official, a smart, keen-faced young fellow, stepped into the
room. "Good-morning, Colonel," said he; "I hope I don't intrude,
but we hear that Mr. Holmes of Baker Street is here."

The Colonel waved his hand towards my friend, and the Inspector
bowed.

"We thought that perhaps you would care to step across, Mr.
Holmes."

"The fates are against you, Watson," said he, laughing. "We were
chatting about the matter when you came in, Inspector. Perhaps you
can let us have a few details." As he leaned back in his chair in
the familiar attitude I knew that the case was hopeless.

"We had no clue in the Acton affair. But here we have plenty to
go on, and there's no doubt it is the same party in each case. The
man was seen."

"Ah!"

"Yes, sir. But he was off like a deer after the shot that killed
poor William Kirwan was fired. Mr. Cunningham saw him from the
bedroom window, and Mr. Alec Cunningham saw him from the back
passage. It was quarter to twelve when the alarm broke out. Mr.
Cunningham had just got into bed, and Mr. Alec was smoking a pipe
in his dressing-gown. They both heard William the coachman calling
for help, and Mr. Alec ran down to see what was the matter. The
back door was open, and as he came to the foot of the stairs he saw
two men wrestling together outside. One of them fired a shot, the
other dropped, and the murderer rushed across the garden and over
the hedge. Mr. Cunningham, looking out of his bedroom, saw the
fellow as he gained the road, but lost sight of him at once. Mr.
Alec stopped to see if he could help the dying man, and so the
villain got clean away. Beyond the fact that he was a middle-sized
man and dressed in some dark stuff, we have no personal clue; but
we are making energetic inquiries, and if he is a stranger we shall
soon find him out."

"What was this William doing there? Did he say anything before
he died?"

"Not a word. He lives at the lodge with his mother, and as he
was a very faithful fellow we imagine that he walked up to the
house with the intention of seeing that all was right there. Of
course this Acton business has put every one on their guard. The
robber must have just burst open the door—the lock has been
forced—when William came upon him."

"Did William say anything to his mother before going out?"

"She is very old and deaf, and we can get no information from
her. The shock has made her half-witted, but I understand that she
was never very bright. There is one very important circumstance,
however. Look at this!"

He took a small piece of torn paper from a note-book and spread
it out upon his knee.

"This was found between the finger and thumb of the dead man. It
appears to be a fragment torn from a larger sheet. You will observe
that the hour mentioned upon it is the very time at which the poor
fellow met his fate. You see that his murderer might have torn the
rest of the sheet from him or he might have taken this fragment
from the murderer. It reads almost as though it were an
appointment."

Holmes took up the scrap of paper, a fac-simile of which is here
reproduced.

     d at quarter to twelve learn what maybe


"Presuming that it is an appointment," continued the Inspector,
"it is of course a conceivable theory that this William
Kirwan—though he had the reputation of being an honest man, may
have been in league with the thief. He may have met him there, may
even have helped him to break in the door, and then they may have
fallen out between themselves."

"This writing is of extraordinary interest," said Holmes, who
had been examining it with intense concentration. "These are much
deeper waters than I had though." He sank his head upon his hands,
while the Inspector smiled at the effect which his case had had
upon the famous London specialist.

"Your last remark," said Holmes, presently, "as to the
possibility of there being an understanding between the burglar and
the servant, and this being a note of appointment from one to the
other, is an ingenious and not entirely impossible supposition. But
this writing opens up—" He sank his head into his hands again and
remained for some minutes in the deepest thought. When he raised
his face again, I was surprised to see that his cheek was tinged
with color, and his eyes as bright as before his illness. He sprang
to his feet with all his old energy.

"I'll tell you what," said he, "I should like to have a quiet
little glance into the details of this case. There is something in
it which fascinates me extremely. If you will permit me, Colonel, I
will leave my friend Watson and you, and I will step round with the
Inspector to test the truth of one or two little fancies of mine. I
will be with you again in half an hour."

An hour and half had elapsed before the Inspector returned
alone.

"Mr. Holmes is walking up and down in the field outside," said
he. "He wants us all four to go up to the house together."

"To Mr. Cunningham's?"

"Yes, sir."

"What for?"

The Inspector shrugged his shoulders. "I don't quite know, sir.
Between ourselves, I think Mr. Holmes had not quite got over his
illness yet. He's been behaving very queerly, and he is very much
excited."

"I don't think you need alarm yourself," said I. "I have usually
found that there was method in his madness."

"Some folks might say there was madness in his method," muttered
the Inspector. "But he's all on fire to start, Colonel, so we had
best go out if you are ready."

We found Holmes pacing up and down in the field, his chin sunk
upon his breast, and his hands thrust into his trousers
pockets.

"The matter grows in interest," said he. "Watson, your
country-trip has been a distinct success. I have had a charming
morning."

"You have been up to the scene of the crime, I understand," said
the Colonel.

"Yes; the Inspector and I have made quite a little
reconnaissance together."

"Any success?"

"Well, we have seen some very interesting things. I'll tell you
what we did as we walk. First of all, we saw the body of this
unfortunate man. He certainly died from a revolver wound as
reported."

"Had you doubted it, then?"

"Oh, it is as well to test everything. Our inspection was not
wasted. We then had an interview with Mr. Cunningham and his son,
who were able to point out the exact spot where the murderer had
broken through the garden-hedge in his flight. That was of great
interest."

"Naturally."

"Then we had a look at this poor fellow's mother. We could get
no information from her, however, as she is very old and
feeble."

"And what is the result of your investigations?"

"The conviction that the crime is a very peculiar one. Perhaps
our visit now may do something to make it less obscure. I think
that we are both agreed, Inspector that the fragment of paper in
the dead man's hand, bearing, as it does, the very hour of his
death written upon it, is of extreme importance."

"It should give a clue, Mr. Holmes."

"It does give a clue. Whoever wrote that note was the man who
brought William Kirwan out of his bed at that hour. But where is
the rest of that sheet of paper?"

"I examined the ground carefully in the hope of finding it,"
said the Inspector.

"It was torn out of the dead man's hand. Why was some one so
anxious to get possession of it? Because it incriminated him. And
what would he do with it? Thrust it into his pocket, most likely,
never noticing that a corner of it had been left in the grip of the
corpse. If we could get the rest of that sheet it is obvious that
we should have gone a long way towards solving the mystery."

"Yes, but how can we get at the criminal's pocket before we
catch the criminal?"

"Well, well, it was worth thinking over. Then there is another
obvious point. The note was sent to William. The man who wrote it
could not have taken it; otherwise, of course, he might have
delivered his own message by word of mouth. Who brought the note,
then? Or did it come through the post?"

"I have made inquiries," said the Inspector. "William received a
letter by the afternoon post yesterday. The envelope was destroyed
by him."

"Excellent!" cried Holmes, clapping the Inspector on the back.
"You've seen the postman. It is a pleasure to work with you. Well,
here is the lodge, and if you will come up, Colonel, I will show
you the scene of the crime."

We passed the pretty cottage where the murdered man had lived,
and walked up an oak-lined avenue to the fine old Queen Anne house,
which bears the date of Malplaquet upon the lintel of the door.
Holmes and the Inspector led us round it until we came to the side
gate, which is separated by a stretch of garden from the hedge
which lines the road. A constable was standing at the kitchen
door.

"Throw the door open, officer," said Holmes. "Now, it was on
those stairs that young Mr. Cunningham stood and saw the two men
struggling just where we are. Old Mr. Cunningham was at that
window—the second on the left—and he saw the fellow get away just
to the left of that bush. Then Mr. Alec ran out and knelt beside
the wounded man. The ground is very hard, you see, and there are no
marks to guide us." As he spoke two men came down the garden path,
from round the angle of the house. The one was an elderly man, with
a strong, deep-lined, heavy-eyed face; the other a dashing young
fellow, whose bright, smiling expression and showy dress were in
strange contract with the business which had brought us there.

"Still at it, then?" said he to Holmes. "I thought you Londoners
were never at fault. You don't seem to be so very quick, after
all."

"Ah, you must give us a little time," said Holmes
good-humoredly.

"You'll want it," said young Alec Cunningham. "Why, I don't see
that we have any clue at all."

"There's only one," answered the Inspector. "We thought that if
we could only find—Good heavens, Mr. Holmes! What is the
matter?"

My poor friend's face had suddenly assumed the most dreadful
expression. His eyes rolled upwards, his features writhed in agony,
and with a suppressed groan he dropped on his face upon the ground.
Horrified at the suddenness and severity of the attack, we carried
him into the kitchen, where he lay back in a large chair, and
breathed heavily for some minutes. Finally, with a shamefaced
apology for his weakness, he rose once more.

"Watson would tell you that I have only just recovered from a
severe illness," he explained. "I am liable to these sudden nervous
attacks."

"Shall I send you home in my trap?" asked old Cunningham.

"Well, since I am here, there is one point on which I should
like to feel sure. We can very easily verify it."

"What was it?"

"Well, it seems to me that it is just possible that the arrival
of this poor fellow William was not before, but after, the entrance
of the burglary into the house. You appear to take it for granted
that, although the door was forced, the robber never got in."

"I fancy that is quite obvious," said Mr. Cunningham, gravely.
"Why, my son Alec had not yet gone to bed, and he would certainly
have heard any one moving about."

"Where was he sitting?"

"I was smoking in my dressing-room."

"Which window is that?"

"The last on the left next my father's."

"Both of your lamps were lit, of course?"

"Undoubtedly."

"There are some very singular points here," said Holmes,
smiling. "Is it not extraordinary that a burglary—and a burglar who
had had some previous experience—should deliberately break into a
house at a time when he could see from the lights that two of the
family were still afoot?"

"He must have been a cool hand."

"Well, of course, if the case were not an odd one we should not
have been driven to ask you for an explanation," said young Mr.
Alec. "But as to your ideas that the man had robbed the house
before William tackled him, I think it a most absurd notion.
Wouldn't we have found the place disarranged, and missed the things
which he had taken?"

"It depends on what the things were," said Holmes. "You must
remember that we are dealing with a burglar who is a very peculiar
fellow, and who appears to work on lines of his own. Look, for
example, at the queer lot of things which he took from Acton's—what
was it?—a ball of string, a letter-weight, and I don't know what
other odds and ends."

"Well, we are quite in your hands, Mr. Holmes," said old
Cunningham. "Anything which you or the Inspector may suggest will
most certainly be done."

"In the first place," said Holmes, "I should like you to offer a
reward—coming from yourself, for the officials may take a little
time before they would agree upon the sum, and these things cannot
be done too promptly. I have jotted down the form here, if you
would not mind signing it. Fifty pounds was quite enough, I
thought."

"I would willingly give five hundred," said the J.P., taking the
slip of paper and the pencil which Holmes handed to him. "This is
not quite correct, however," he added, glancing over the
document.

"I wrote it rather hurriedly."

"You see you begin, 'Whereas, at about a quarter to one on
Tuesday morning an attempt was made,' and so on. It was at a
quarter to twelve, as a matter of fact."

I was pained at the mistake, for I knew how keenly Holmes would
feel any slip of the kind. It was his specialty to be accurate as
to fact, but his recent illness had shaken him, and this one little
incident was enough to show me that he was still far from being
himself. He was obviously embarrassed for an instant, while the
Inspector raised his eyebrows, and Alec Cunningham burst into a
laugh. The old gentleman corrected the mistake, however, and handed
the paper back to Holmes.

"Get it printed as soon as possible," he said; "I think your
idea is an excellent one."

Holmes put the slip of paper carefully away into his
pocket-book.

"And now," said he, "it really would be a good thing that we
should all go over the house together and make certain that this
rather erratic burglar did not, after all, carry anything away with
him."

Before entering, Holmes made an examination of the door which
had been forced. It was evident that a chisel or strong knife had
been thrust in, and the lock forced back with it. We could see the
marks in the wood where it had been pushed in.

"You don't use bars, then?" he asked.

"We have never found it necessary."

"You don't keep a dog?"

"Yes, but he is chained on the other side of the house."

"When do the servants go to bed?"

"About ten."

"I understand that William was usually in bed also at that
hour."

"Yes."

"It is singular that on this particular night he should have
been up. Now, I should be very glad if you would have the kindness
to show us over the house, Mr. Cunningham."

A stone-flagged passage, with the kitchens branching away from
it, led by a wooden staircase directly to the first floor of the
house. It came out upon the landing opposite to a second more
ornamental stair which came up from the front hall. Out of this
landing opened the drawing-room and several bedrooms, including
those of Mr. Cunningham and his son. Holmes walked slowly, taking
keen note of the architecture of the house. I could tell from his
expression that he was on a hot scent, and yet I could not in the
least imagine in what direction his inferences were leading
him.

"My good sir," said Mr. Cunningham with some impatience, "this
is surely very unnecessary. That is my room at the end of the
stairs, and my son's is the one beyond it. I leave it to your
judgment whether it was possible for the thief to have come up here
without disturbing us."

"You must try round and get on a fresh scent, I fancy," said the
son with a rather malicious smile.

"Still, I must ask you to humor me a little further. I should
like, for example, to see how far the windows of the bedrooms
command the front. This, I understand is your son's room"—he pushed
open the door—"and that, I presume, is the dressing-room in which
he sat smoking when the alarm was given. Where does the window of
that look out to?" He stepped across the bedroom, pushed open the
door, and glanced round the other chamber.

"I hope that you are satisfied now?" said Mr. Cunningham,
tartly.

"Thank you, I think I have seen all that I wished."

"Then if it is really necessary we can go into my room."

"If it is not too much trouble."

The J. P. shrugged his shoulders, and led the way into his own
chamber, which was a plainly furnished and commonplace room. As we
moved across it in the direction of the window, Holmes fell back
until he and I were the last of the group. Near the foot of the bed
stood a dish of oranges and a carafe of water. As we passed it
Holmes, to my unutterable astonishment, leaned over in front of me
and deliberately knocked the whole thing over. The glass smashed
into a thousand pieces and the fruit rolled about into every corner
of the room.

"You've done it now, Watson," said he, coolly. "A pretty mess
you've made of the carpet."

I stooped in some confusion and began to pick up the fruit,
understanding for some reason my companion desired me to take the
blame upon myself. The others did the same, and set the table on
its legs again.

"Hullo!" cried the Inspector, "where's he got to?"

Holmes had disappeared.

"Wait here an instant," said young Alec Cunningham. "The fellow
is off his head, in my opinion. Come with me, father, and see where
he has got to!"

They rushed out of the room, leaving the Inspector, the Colonel,
and me staring at each other.

"'Pon my word, I am inclined to agree with Master Alec," said
the official. "It may be the effect of this illness, but it seems
to me that—"

His words were cut short by a sudden scream of "Help! Help!
Murder!" With a thrill I recognized the voice of that of my friend.
I rushed madly from the room on to the landing. The cries, which
had sunk down into a hoarse, inarticulate shouting, came from the
room which we had first visited. I dashed in, and on into the
dressing-room beyond. The two Cunninghams were bending over the
prostrate figure of Sherlock Holmes, the younger clutching his
throat with both hands, while the elder seemed to be twisting one
of his wrists. In an instant the three of us had torn them away
from him, and Holmes staggered to his feet, very pale and evidently
greatly exhausted.

"Arrest these men, Inspector," he gasped.

"On what charge?"

"That of murdering their coachman, William Kirwan."

The Inspector stared about him in bewilderment. "Oh, come now,
Mr. Holmes," said he at last, "I'm sure you don't really mean
to—"

"Tut, man, look at their faces!" cried Holmes, curtly.

Never certainly have I seen a plainer confession of guilt upon
human countenances. The older man seemed numbed and dazed with a
heavy, sullen expression upon his strongly-marked face. The son, on
the other hand, had dropped all that jaunty, dashing style which
had characterized him, and the ferocity of a dangerous wild beast
gleamed in his dark eyes and distorted his handsome features. The
Inspector said nothing, but, stepping to the door, he blew his
whistle. Two of his constables came at the call.

"I have no alternative, Mr. Cunningham," said he. "I trust that
this may all prove to be an absurd mistake, but you can see
that—Ah, would you? Drop it!" He struck out with his hand, and a
revolver which the younger man was in the act of cocking clattered
down upon the floor.

"Keep that," said Holmes, quietly putting his foot upon it; "you
will find it useful at the trial. But this is what we really
wanted." He held up a little crumpled piece of paper.

"The remainder of the sheet!" cried the Inspector.

"Precisely."

"And where was it?"

"Where I was sure it must be. I'll make the whole matter clear
to you presently. I think, Colonel, that you and Watson might
return now, and I will be with you again in an hour at the
furthest. The Inspector and I must have a word with the prisoners,
but you will certainly see me back at luncheon time."

Sherlock Holmes was as good as his word, for about one o'clock
he rejoined us in the Colonel's smoking-room. He was accompanied by
a little elderly gentleman, who was introduced to me as the Mr.
Acton whose house had been the scene of the original burglary.

"I wished Mr. Acton to be present while I demonstrated this
small matter to you," said Holmes, "for it is natural that he
should take a keen interest in the details. I am afraid, my dear
Colonel, that you must regret the hour that you took in such a
stormy petrel as I am."

"On the contrary," answered the Colonel, warmly, "I consider it
the greatest privilege to have been permitted to study your methods
of working. I confess that they quite surpass my expectations, and
that I am utterly unable to account for your result. I have not yet
seen the vestige of a clue."

"I am afraid that my explanation may disillusion you but it has
always been my habit to hide none of my methods, either from my
friend Watson or from any one who might take an intelligent
interest in them. But, first, as I am rather shaken by the knocking
about which I had in the dressing-room, I think that I shall help
myself to a dash of your brandy, Colonel. My strength had been
rather tried of late."

"I trust that you had no more of those nervous attacks."

Sherlock Holmes laughed heartily. "We will come to that in its
turn," said he. "I will lay an account of the case before you in
its due order, showing you the various points which guided me in my
decision. Pray interrupt me if there is any inference which is not
perfectly clear to you.

"It is of the highest importance in the art of detection to be
able to recognize, out of a number of facts, which are incidental
and which vital. Otherwise your energy and attention must be
dissipated instead of being concentrated. Now, in this case there
was not the slightest doubt in my mind from the first that the key
of the whole matter must be looked for in the scrap of paper in the
dead man's hand.

"Before going into this, I would draw your attention to the fact
that, if Alec Cunningham's narrative was correct, and if the
assailant, after shooting William Kirwan, had instantly fled, then
it obviously could not be he who tore the paper from the dead man's
hand. But if it was not he, it must have been Alec Cunningham
himself, for by the time that the old man had descended several
servants were upon the scene. The point is a simple one, but the
Inspector had overlooked it because he had started with the
supposition that these county magnates had had nothing to do with
the matter. Now, I make a point of never having any prejudices, and
of following docilely wherever fact may lead me, and so, in the
very first stage of the investigation, I found myself looking a
little askance at the part which had been played by Mr. Alec
Cunningham.

"And now I made a very careful examination of the corner of
paper which the Inspector had submitted to us. It was at once clear
to me that it formed part of a very remarkable document. Here it
is. Do you not now observe something very suggestive about it?"

"It has a very irregular look," said the Colonel.

"My dear sir," cried Holmes, "there cannot be the least doubt in
the world that it has been written by two persons doing alternate
words. When I draw your attention to the strong t's of 'at' and
'to', and ask you to compare them with the weak ones of 'quarter'
and 'twelve,' you will instantly recognize the fact. A very brief
analysis of these four words would enable you to say with the
utmost confidence that the 'learn' and the 'maybe' are written in
the stronger hand, and the 'what' in the weaker."

"By Jove, it's as clear as day!" cried the Colonel. "Why on
earth should two men write a letter in such a fashion?"

"Obviously the business was a bad one, and one of the men who
distrusted the other was determined that, whatever was done, each
should have an equal hand in it. Now, of the two men, it is clear
that the one who wrote the 'at' and 'to' was the ringleader."

"How do you get at that?"

"We might deduce it from the mere character of the one hand as
compared with the other. But we have more assured reasons than that
for supposing it. If you examine this scrap with attention you will
come to the conclusion that the man with the stronger hand wrote
all his words first, leaving blanks for the other to fill up. These
blanks were not always sufficient, and you can see that the second
man had a squeeze to fit his 'quarter' in between the 'at' and the
'to,' showing that the latter were already written. The man who
wrote all his words first is undoubtedly the man who planned the
affair."

"Excellent!" cried Mr. Acton.

"But very superficial," said Holmes. "We come now, however, to a
point which is of importance. You may not be aware that the
deduction of a man's age from his writing is one which has brought
to considerable accuracy by experts. In normal cases one can place
a man in his true decade with tolerable confidence. I say normal
cases, because ill-health and physical weakness reproduce the signs
of old age, even when the invalid is a youth. In this case, looking
at the bold, strong hand of the one, and the rather broken-backed
appearance of the other, which still retains its legibility
although the t's have begun to lose their crossing, we can say that
the one was a young man and the other was advanced in years without
being positively decrepit."

"Excellent!" cried Mr. Acton again.

"There is a further point, however, which is subtler and of
greater interest. There is something in common between these hands.
They belong to men who are blood-relatives. It may be most obvious
to you in the Greek e's, but to me there are many small points
which indicate the same thing. I have no doubt at all that a family
mannerism can be traced in these two specimens of writing. I am
only, of course, giving you the leading results now of my
examination of the paper. There were twenty-three other deductions
which would be of more interest to experts than to you. They all
tend to deepen the impression upon my mind that the Cunninghams,
father and son, had written this letter.

"Having got so far, my next step was, of course, to examine into
the details of the crime, and to see how far they would help us. I
went up to the house with the Inspector, and saw all that was to be
seen. The wound upon the dead man was, as I was able to determine
with absolute confidence, fired from a revolver at the distance of
something over four yards. There was no powder-blackening on the
clothes. Evidently, therefore, Alec Cunningham had lied when he
said that the two men were struggling when the shot was fired.
Again, both father and son agreed as to the place where the man
escaped into the road. At that point, however, as it happens, there
is a broadish ditch, moist at the bottom. As there were no
indications of bootmarks about this ditch, I was absolutely sure
not only that the Cunninghams had again lied, but that there had
never been any unknown man upon the scene at all.

"And now I have to consider the motive of this singular crime.
To get at this, I endeavored first of all to solve the reason of
the original burglary at Mr. Acton's. I understood, from something
which the Colonel told us, that a lawsuit had been going on between
you, Mr. Acton, and the Cunninghams. Of course, it instantly
occurred to me that they had broken into your library with the
intention of getting at some document which might be of importance
in the case."

"Precisely so," said Mr. Acton. "There can be no possible doubt
as to their intentions. I have the clearest claim upon half of
their present estate, and if they could have found a single
paper—which, fortunately, was in the strong-box of my
solicitors—they would undoubtedly have crippled our case."

"There you are," said Holmes, smiling. "It was a dangerous,
reckless attempt, in which I seem to trace the influence of young
Alec. Having found nothing they tried to divert suspicion by making
it appear to be an ordinary burglary, to which end they carried off
whatever they could lay their hands upon. That is all clear enough,
but there was much that was still obscure. What I wanted above all
was to get the missing part of that note. I was certain that Alec
had torn it out of the dead man's hand, and almost certain that he
must have thrust it into the pocket of his dressing-gown. Where
else could he have put it? The only question was whether it was
still there. It was worth an effort to find out, and for that
object we all went up to the house.

"The Cunninghams joined us, as you doubtless remember, outside
the kitchen door. It was, of course, of the very first importance
that they should not be reminded of the existence of this paper,
otherwise they would naturally destroy it without delay. The
Inspector was about to tell them the importance which we attached
to it when, by the luckiest chance in the world, I tumbled down in
a sort of fit and so changed the conversation.

"Good heavens!" cried the Colonel, laughing, "do you mean to say
all our sympathy was wasted and your fit an imposture?"

"Speaking professionally, it was admirably done," cried I,
looking in amazement at this man who was forever confounding me
with some new phase of his astuteness.

"It is an art which is often useful," said he. "When I recovered
I managed, by a device which had perhaps some little merit of
ingenuity, to get old Cunningham to write the word 'twelve,' so
that I might compare it with the 'twelve' upon the paper."

"Oh, what an ass I have been!" I exclaimed.

"I could see that you were commiserating me over my weakness,"
said Holmes, laughing. "I was sorry to cause you the sympathetic
pain which I know that you felt. We then went upstairs together,
and having entered the room and seen the dressing-gown hanging up
behind the door, I contrived, by upsetting a table, to engage their
attention for the moment, and slipped back to examine the pockets.
I had hardly got the paper, however—which was, as I had expected,
in one of them—when the two Cunninghams were on me, and would, I
verily believe, have murdered me then and there but for your prompt
and friendly aid. As it is, I feel that young man's grip on my
throat now, and the father has twisted my wrist round in the effort
to get the paper out of my hand. They saw that I must know all
about it, you see, and the sudden change from absolute security to
complete despair made them perfectly desperate.

"I had a little talk with old Cunningham afterwards as to the
motive of the crime. He was tractable enough, though his son was a
perfect demon, ready to blow out his own or anybody else's brains
if he could have got to his revolver. When Cunningham saw that the
case against him was so strong he lost all heart and made a clean
breast of everything. It seems that William had secretly followed
his two masters on the night when they made their raid upon Mr.
Acton's, and having thus got them into his power, proceeded, under
threats of exposure, to levy blackmail upon them. Mr. Alec,
however, was a dangerous man to play games of that sort with. It
was a stroke of positive genius on his part to see in the burglary
scare which was convulsing the country side an opportunity of
plausibly getting rid of the man whom he feared. William was
decoyed up and shot, and had they only got the whole of the note
and paid a little more attention to detail in the accessories, it
is very possible that suspicion might never have been aroused."

"And the note?" I asked.

Sherlock Holmes placed the subjoined paper before us.


If you will only come around to the east gate you it will
very much surprise you and be of the greatest service to you and
also to Annie Morrison. But say nothing to anyone upon the
matter.



"It is very much the sort of thing that I expected," said he.
"Of course, we do not yet know what the relations may have been
between Alec Cunningham, William Kirwan, and Annie Morrison. The
results shows that the trap was skillfully baited. I am sure that
you cannot fail to be delighted with the traces of heredity shown
in the p's and in the tails of the g's. The absence of the i-dots
in the old man's writing is also most characteristic. Watson, I
think our quiet rest in the country has been a distinct success,
and I shall certainly return much invigorated to Baker Street
to-morrow."










The Crooked Man


One summer night, a few months after my marriage, I was seated
by my own hearth smoking a last pipe and nodding over a novel, for
my day's work had been an exhausting one. My wife had already gone
upstairs, and the sound of the locking of the hall door some time
before told me that the servants had also retired. I had risen from
my seat and was knocking out the ashes of my pipe when I suddenly
heard the clang of the bell.

I looked at the clock. It was a quarter to twelve. This could
not be a visitor at so late an hour. A patient, evidently, and
possibly an all-night sitting. With a wry face I went out into the
hall and opened the door. To my astonishment it was Sherlock Holmes
who stood upon my step.

"Ah, Watson," said he, "I hoped that I might not be too late to
catch you."

"My dear fellow, pray come in."

"You look surprised, and no wonder! Relieved, too, I fancy! Hum!
You still smoke the Arcadia mixture of your bachelor days then!
There's no mistaking that fluffy ash upon your coat. It's easy to
tell that you have been accustomed to wear a uniform, Watson.
You'll never pass as a pure-bred civilian as long as you keep that
habit of carrying your handkerchief in your sleeve. Could you put
me up to-night?"

"With pleasure."

"You told me that you had bachelor quarters for one, and I see
that you have no gentleman visitor at present. Your hat-stand
proclaims as much."

"I shall be delighted if you will stay."

"Thank you. I'll fill the vacant peg then. Sorry to see that
you've had the British workman in the house. He's a token of evil.
Not the drains, I hope?"

"No, the gas."

"Ah! He has left two nail-marks from his boot upon your linoleum
just where the light strikes it. No, thank you, I had some supper
at Waterloo, but I'll smoke a pipe with you with pleasure."

I handed him my pouch, and he seated himself opposite to me and
smoked for some time in silence. I was well aware that nothing but
business of importance would have brought him to me at such an
hour, so I waited patiently until he should come round to it.

"I see that you are professionally rather busy just now," said
he, glancing very keenly across at me.

"Yes, I've had a busy day," I answered. "It may seem very
foolish in your eyes," I added, "but really I don't know how you
deduced it."

Holmes chuckled to himself.

"I have the advantage of knowing your habits, my dear Watson,"
said he. "When your round is a short one you walk, and when it is a
long one you use a hansom. As I perceive that your boots, although
used, are by no means dirty, I cannot doubt that you are at present
busy enough to justify the hansom."

"Excellent!" I cried.

"Elementary," said he. "It is one of those instances where the
reasoner can produce an effect which seems remarkable to his
neighbor, because the latter has missed the one little point which
is the basis of the deduction. The same may be said, my dear
fellow, for the effect of some of these little sketches of yours,
which is entirely meretricious, depending as it does upon your
retaining in your own hands some factors in the problem which are
never imparted to the reader. Now, at present I am in the position
of these same readers, for I hold in this hand several threads of
one of the strangest cases which ever perplexed a man's brain, and
yet I lack the one or two which are needful to complete my theory.
But I'll have them, Watson, I'll have them!" His eyes kindled and a
slight flush sprang into his thin cheeks. For an instant only. When
I glanced again his face had resumed that red-Indian composure
which had made so many regard him as a machine rather than a
man.

"The problem presents features of interest," said he. "I may
even say exceptional features of interest. I have already looked
into the matter, and have come, as I think, within sight of my
solution. If you could accompany me in that last step you might be
of considerable service to me."

"I should be delighted."

"Could you go as far as Aldershot to-morrow?"

"I have no doubt Jackson would take my practice."

"Very good. I want to start by the 11.10 from Waterloo."

"That would give me time."

"Then, if you are not too sleepy, I will give you a sketch of
what has happened, and of what remains to be done."

"I was sleepy before you came. I am quite wakeful now."

"I will compress the story as far as may be done without
omitting anything vital to the case. It is conceivable that you may
even have read some account of the matter. It is the supposed
murder of Colonel Barclay, of the Royal Munsters, at Aldershot,
which I am investigating."

"I have heard nothing of it."

"It has not excited much attention yet, except locally. The
facts are only two days old. Briefly they are these:

"The Royal Munsters is, as you know, one of the most famous
Irish regiments in the British army. It did wonders both in the
Crimea and the Mutiny, and has since that time distinguished itself
upon every possible occasion. It was commanded up to Monday night
by James Barclay, a gallant veteran, who started as a full private,
was raised to commissioned rank for his bravery at the time of the
Mutiny, and so lived to command the regiment in which he had once
carried a musket.

"Colonel Barclay had married at the time when he was a sergeant,
and his wife, whose maiden name was Miss Nancy Devoy, was the
daughter of a former color-sergeant in the same corps. There was,
therefore, as can be imagined, some little social friction when the
young couple (for they were still young) found themselves in their
new surroundings. They appear, however, to have quickly adapted
themselves, and Mrs. Barclay has always, I understand, been as
popular with the ladies of the regiment as her husband was with his
brother officers. I may add that she was a woman of great beauty,
and that even now, when she has been married for upwards of thirty
years, she is still of a striking and queenly appearance.

"Colonel Barclay's family life appears to have been a uniformly
happy one. Major Murphy, to whom I owe most of my facts, assures me
that he has never heard of any misunderstanding between the pair.
On the whole, he thinks that Barclay's devotion to his wife was
greater than his wife's to Barclay. He was acutely uneasy if he
were absent from her for a day. She, on the other hand, though
devoted and faithful, was less obtrusively affectionate. But they
were regarded in the regiment as the very model of a middle-aged
couple. There was absolutely nothing in their mutual relations to
prepare people for the tragedy which was to follow.

"Colonel Barclay himself seems to have had some singular traits
in his character. He was a dashing, jovial old soldier in his usual
mood, but there were occasions on which he seemed to show himself
capable of considerable violence and vindictiveness. This side of
his nature, however, appears never to have been turned towards his
wife. Another fact, which had struck Major Murphy and three out of
five of the other officers with whom I conversed, was the singular
sort of depression which came upon him at times. As the major
expressed it, the smile had often been struck from his mouth, as if
by some invisible hand, when he has been joining the gayeties and
chaff of the mess-table. For days on end, when the mood was on him,
he has been sunk in the deepest gloom. This and a certain tinge of
superstition were the only unusual traits in his character which
his brother officers had observed. The latter peculiarity took the
form of a dislike to being left alone, especially after dark. This
puerile feature in a nature which was conspicuously manly had often
given rise to comment and conjecture.

"The first battalion of the Royal Munsters (which is the old
117th) has been stationed at Aldershot for some years. The married
officers live out of barracks, and the Colonel has during all this
time occupied a villa called Lachine, about half a mile from the
north camp. The house stands in its own grounds, but the west side
of it is not more than thirty yards from the high-road. A coachman
and two maids form the staff of servants. These with their master
and mistress were the sole occupants of Lachine, for the Barclays
had no children, nor was it usual for them to have resident
visitors.

"Now for the events at Lachine between nine and ten on the
evening of last Monday."

"Mrs. Barclay was, it appears, a member of the Roman Catholic
Church, and had interested herself very much in the establishment
of the Guild of St. George, which was formed in connection with the
Watt Street Chapel for the purpose of supplying the poor with
cast-off clothing. A meeting of the Guild had been held that
evening at eight, and Mrs. Barclay had hurried over her dinner in
order to be present at it. When leaving the house she was heard by
the coachman to make some commonplace remark to her husband, and to
assure him that she would be back before very long. She then called
for Miss Morrison, a young lady who lives in the next villa, and
the two went off together to their meeting. It lasted forty
minutes, and at a quarter-past nine Mrs. Barclay returned home,
having left Miss Morrison at her door as she passed.

"There is a room which is used as a morning-room at Lachine.
This faces the road and opens by a large glass folding-door on to
the lawn. The lawn is thirty yards across, and is only divided from
the highway by a low wall with an iron rail above it. It was into
this room that Mrs. Barclay went upon her return. The blinds were
not down, for the room was seldom used in the evening, but Mrs.
Barclay herself lit the lamp and then rang the bell, asking Jane
Stewart, the house-maid, to bring her a cup of tea, which was quite
contrary to her usual habits. The Colonel had been sitting in the
dining-room, but hearing that his wife had returned he joined her
in the morning-room. The coachman saw him cross the hall and enter
it. He was never seen again alive.

"The tea which had been ordered was brought up at the end of ten
minutes; but the maid, as she approached the door, was surprised to
hear the voices of her master and mistress in furious altercation.
She knocked without receiving any answer, and even turned the
handle, but only to find that the door was locked upon the inside.
Naturally enough she ran down to tell the cook, and the two women
with the coachman came up into the hall and listened to the dispute
which was still raging. They all agreed that only two voices were
to be heard, those of Barclay and of his wife. Barclay's remarks
were subdued and abrupt, so that none of them were audible to the
listeners. The lady's, on the other hand, were most bitter, and
when she raised her voice could be plainly heard. 'You coward!' she
repeated over and over again. 'What can be done now? What can be
done now? Give me back my life. I will never so much as breathe the
same air with you again! You coward! You coward!' Those were scraps
of her conversation, ending in a sudden dreadful cry in the man's
voice, with a crash, and a piercing scream from the woman.
Convinced that some tragedy had occurred, the coachman rushed to
the door and strove to force it, while scream after scream issued
from within. He was unable, however, to make his way in, and the
maids were too distracted with fear to be of any assistance to him.
A sudden thought struck him, however, and he ran through the hall
door and round to the lawn upon which the long French windows open.
One side of the window was open, which I understand was quite usual
in the summer-time, and he passed without difficulty into the room.
His mistress had ceased to scream and was stretched insensible upon
a couch, while with his feet tilted over the side of an arm-chair,
and his head upon the ground near the corner of the fender, was
lying the unfortunate soldier stone dead in a pool of his own
blood.

"Naturally, the coachman's first thought, on finding that he
could do nothing for his master, was to open the door. But here an
unexpected and singular difficulty presented itself. The key was
not in the inner side of the door, nor could he find it anywhere in
the room. He went out again, therefore, through the window, and
having obtained the help of a policeman and of a medical man, he
returned. The lady, against whom naturally the strongest suspicion
rested, was removed to her room, still in a state of insensibility.
The Colonel's body was then placed upon the sofa, and a careful
examination made of the scene of the tragedy.

"The injury from which the unfortunate veteran was suffering was
found to be a jagged cut some two inches long at the back part of
his head, which had evidently been caused by a violent blow from a
blunt weapon. Nor was it difficult to guess what that weapon may
have been. Upon the floor, close to the body, was lying a singular
club of hard carved wood with a bone handle. The Colonel possessed
a varied collection of weapons brought from the different countries
in which he had fought, and it is conjectured by the police that
his club was among his trophies. The servants deny having seen it
before, but among the numerous curiosities in the house it is
possible that it may have been overlooked. Nothing else of
importance was discovered in the room by the police, save the
inexplicable fact that neither upon Mrs. Barclay's person nor upon
that of the victim nor in any part of the room was the missing key
to be found. The door had eventually to be opened by a locksmith
from Aldershot.

"That was the state of things, Watson, when upon the Tuesday
morning I, at the request of Major Murphy, went down to Aldershot
to supplement the efforts of the police. I think that you will
acknowledge that the problem was already one of interest, but my
observations soon made me realize that it was in truth much more
extraordinary than would at first sight appear.

"Before examining the room I cross-questioned the servants, but
only succeeded in eliciting the facts which I have already stated.
One other detail of interest was remembered by Jane Stewart, the
housemaid. You will remember that on hearing the sound of the
quarrel she descended and returned with the other servants. On that
first occasion, when she was alone, she says that the voices of her
master and mistress were sunk so low that she could hear hardly
anything, and judged by their tones rather than their words that
they had fallen out. On my pressing her, however, she remembered
that she heard the word David uttered twice by the lady. The point
is of the utmost importance as guiding us towards the reason of the
sudden quarrel. The Colonel's name, you remember, was James.

"There was one thing in the case which had made the deepest
impression both upon the servants and the police. This was the
contortion of the Colonel's face. It had set, according to their
account, into the most dreadful expression of fear and horror which
a human countenance is capable of assuming. More than one person
fainted at the mere sight of him, so terrible was the effect. It
was quite certain that he had foreseen his fate, and that it had
caused him the utmost horror. This, of course, fitted in well
enough with the police theory, if the Colonel could have seen his
wife making a murderous attack upon him. Nor was the fact of the
wound being on the back of his head a fatal objection to this, as
he might have turned to avoid the blow. No information could be got
from the lady herself, who was temporarily insane from an acute
attack of brain-fever.

"From the police I learned that Miss Morrison, who you remember
went out that evening with Mrs. Barclay, denied having any
knowledge of what it was which had caused the ill-humor in which
her companion had returned.

"Having gathered these facts, Watson, I smoked several pipes
over them, trying to separate those which were crucial from others
which were merely incidental. There could be no question that the
most distinctive and suggestive point in the case was the singular
disappearance of the door-key. A most careful search had failed to
discover it in the room. Therefore it must have been taken from it.
But neither the Colonel nor the Colonel's wife could have taken it.
That was perfectly clear. Therefore a third person must have
entered the room. And that third person could only have come in
through the window. It seemed to me that a careful examination of
the room and the lawn might possibly reveal some traces of this
mysterious individual. You know my methods, Watson. There was not
one of them which I did not apply to the inquiry. And it ended by
my discovering traces, but very different ones from those which I
had expected. There had been a man in the room, and he had crossed
the lawn coming from the road. I was able to obtain five very clear
impressions of his foot-marks: one in the roadway itself, at the
point where he had climbed the low wall, two on the lawn, and two
very faint ones upon the stained boards near the window where he
had entered. He had apparently rushed across the lawn, for his
toe-marks were much deeper than his heels. But it was not the man
who surprised me. It was his companion."

"His companion!"

Holmes pulled a large sheet of tissue-paper out of his pocket
and carefully unfolded it upon his knee.

"What do you make of that?" he asked.

The paper was covered with he tracings of the foot-marks of some
small animal. It had five well-marked foot-pads, an indication of
long nails, and the whole print might be nearly as large as a
dessert-spoon.

"It's a dog," said I.

"Did you ever hear of a dog running up a curtain? I found
distinct traces that this creature had done so."

"A monkey, then?"

"But it is not the print of a monkey."

"What can it be, then?"

"Neither dog nor cat nor monkey nor any creature that we are
familiar with. I have tried to reconstruct it from the
measurements. Here are four prints where the beast has been
standing motionless. You see that it is no less than fifteen inches
from fore-foot to hind. Add to that the length of neck and head,
and you get a creature not much less than two feet long—probably
more if there is any tail. But now observe this other measurement.
The animal has been moving, and we have the length of its stride.
In each case it is only about three inches. You have an indication,
you see, of a long body with very short legs attached to it. It has
not been considerate enough to leave any of its hair behind it. But
its general shape must be what I have indicated, and it can run up
a curtain, and it is carnivorous."

"How do you deduce that?"

"Because it ran up the curtain. A canary's cage was hanging in
the window, and its aim seems to have been to get at the bird."

"Then what was the beast?"

"Ah, if I could give it a name it might go a long way towards
solving the case. On the whole, it was probably some creature of
the weasel and stoat tribe—and yet it is larger than any of these
that I have seen."

"But what had it to do with the crime?"

"That, also, is still obscure. But we have learned a good deal,
you perceive. We know that a man stood in the road looking at the
quarrel between the Barclays—the blinds were up and the room
lighted. We know, also, that he ran across the lawn, entered the
room, accompanied by a strange animal, and that he either struck
the Colonel or, as is equally possible, that the Colonel fell down
from sheer fright at the sight of him, and cut his head on the
corner of the fender. Finally, we have the curious fact that the
intruder carried away the key with him when he left."

"Your discoveries seem to have left the business more obscure
that it was before," said I.

"Quite so. They undoubtedly showed that the affair was much
deeper than was at first conjectured. I thought the matter over,
and I came to the conclusion that I must approach the case from
another aspect. But really, Watson, I am keeping you up, and I
might just as well tell you all this on our way to Aldershot
to-morrow."

"Thank you, you have gone rather too far to stop."

"It is quite certain that when Mrs. Barclay left the house at
half-past seven she was on good terms with her husband. She was
never, as I think I have said, ostentatiously affectionate, but she
was heard by the coachman chatting with the Colonel in a friendly
fashion. Now, it was equally certain that, immediately on her
return, she had gone to the room in which she was least likely to
see her husband, had flown to tea as an agitated woman will, and
finally, on his coming in to her, had broken into violent
recriminations. Therefore something had occurred between
seven-thirty and nine o'clock which had completely altered her
feelings towards him. But Miss Morrison had been with her during
the whole of that hour and a half. It was absolutely certain,
therefore, in spite of her denial, that she must know something of
the matter.

"My first conjecture was, that possibly there had been some
passages between this young lady and the old soldier, which the
former had now confessed to the wife. That would account for the
angry return, and also for the girl's denial that anything had
occurred. Nor would it be entirely incompatible with most of the
words overhead. But there was the reference to David, and there was
the known affection of the Colonel for his wife, to weigh against
it, to say nothing of the tragic intrusion of this other man, which
might, of course, be entirely disconnected with what had gone
before. It was not easy to pick one's steps, but, on the whole, I
was inclined to dismiss the idea that there had been anything
between the Colonel and Miss Morrison, but more than ever convinced
that the young lady held the clue as to what it was which had
turned Mrs. Barclay to hatred of her husband. I took the obvious
course, therefore, of calling upon Miss M., of explaining to her
that I was perfectly certain that she held the facts in her
possession, and of assuring her that her friend, Mrs. Barclay,
might find herself in the dock upon a capital charge unless the
matter were cleared up.

"Miss Morrison is a little ethereal slip of a girl, with timid
eyes and blond hair, but I found her by no means wanting in
shrewdness and common-sense. She sat thinking for some time after I
had spoken, and then, turning to me with a brisk air of resolution,
she broke into a remarkable statement which I will condense for
your benefit.

"'I promised my friend that I would say nothing of the matter,
and a promise is a promise,' said she; 'but if I can really help
her when so serious a charge is laid against her, and when her own
mouth, poor darling, is closed by illness, then I think I am
absolved from my promise. I will tell you exactly what happened
upon Monday evening.

"'We were returning from the Watt Street Mission about a quarter
to nine o'clock. On our way we had to pass through Hudson Street,
which is a very quiet thoroughfare. There is only one lamp in it,
upon the left-hand side, and as we approached this lamp I saw a man
coming towards us with his back very bent, and something like a box
slung over one of his shoulders. He appeared to be deformed, for he
carried his head low and walked with his knees bent. We were
passing him when he raised his face to look at us in the circle of
light thrown by the lamp, and as he did so he stopped and screamed
out in a dreadful voice, "My God, it's Nancy!" Mrs. Barclay turned
as white as death, and would have fallen down had the
dreadful-looking creature not caught hold of her. I was going to
call for the police, but she, to my surprise, spoke quite civilly
to the fellow.

"'"I thought you had been dead this thirty years, Henry," said
she, in a shaking voice.

"'"So I have," said he, and it was awful to hear the tones that
he said it in. He had a very dark, fearsome face, and a gleam in
his eyes that comes back to me in my dreams. His hair and whiskers
were shot with gray, and his face was all crinkled and puckered
like a withered apple.

"'"Just walk on a little way, dear," said Mrs. Barclay; "I want
to have a word with this man. There is nothing to be afraid of."
She tried to speak boldly, but she was still deadly pale and could
hardly get her words out for the trembling of her lips.

"'I did as she asked me, and they talked together for a few
minutes. Then she came down the street with her eyes blazing, and I
saw the crippled wretch standing by the lamp-post and shaking his
clenched fists in the air as if he were mad with rage. She never
said a word until we were at the door here, when she took me by the
hand and begged me to tell no one what had happened.

"'"It's an old acquaintance of mine who has come down in the
world," said she. When I promised her I would say nothing she
kissed me, and I have never seen her since. I have told you now the
whole truth, and if I withheld it from the police it is because I
did not realize then the danger in which my dear friend stood. I
know that it can only be to her advantage that everything should be
known.'

"There was her statement, Watson, and to me, as you can imagine,
it was like a light on a dark night. Everything which had been
disconnected before began at once to assume its true place, and I
had a shadowy presentiment of the whole sequence of events. My next
step obviously was to find the man who had produced such a
remarkable impression upon Mrs. Barclay. If he were still in
Aldershot it should not be a very difficult matter. There are not
such a very great number of civilians, and a deformed man was sure
to have attracted attention. I spent a day in the search, and by
evening—this very evening, Watson—I had run him down. The man's
name is Henry Wood, and he lives in lodgings in this same street in
which the ladies met him. He has only been five days in the place.
In the character of a registration-agent I had a most interesting
gossip with his landlady. The man is by trade a conjurer and
performer, going round the canteens after nightfall, and giving a
little entertainment at each. He carries some creature about with
him in that box; about which the landlady seemed to be in
considerable trepidation, for she had never seen an animal like it.
He uses it in some of his tricks according to her account. So much
the woman was able to tell me, and also that it was a wonder the
man lived, seeing how twisted he was, and that he spoke in a
strange tongue sometimes, and that for the last two nights she had
heard him groaning and weeping in his bedroom. He was all right, as
far as money went, but in his deposit he had given her what looked
like a bad florin. She showed it to me, Watson, and it was an
Indian rupee.

"So now, my dear fellow, you see exactly how we stand and why it
is I want you. It is perfectly plain that after the ladies parted
from this man he followed them at a distance, that he saw the
quarrel between husband and wife through the window, that he rushed
in, and that the creature which he carried in his box got loose.
That is all very certain. But he is the only person in this world
who can tell us exactly what happened in that room."

"And you intend to ask him?"

"Most certainly—but in the presence of a witness."

"And I am the witness?"

"If you will be so good. If he can clear the matter up, well and
good. If he refuses, we have no alternative but to apply for a
warrant."

"But how do you know he'll be there when we return?"

"You may be sure that I took some precautions. I have one of my
Baker Street boys mounting guard over him who would stick to him
like a burr, go where he might. We shall find him in Hudson Street
to-morrow, Watson, and meanwhile I should be the criminal myself if
I kept you out of bed any longer."

It was midday when we found ourselves at the scene of the
tragedy, and, under my companion's guidance, we made our way at
once to Hudson Street. In spite of his capacity for concealing his
emotions, I could easily see that Holmes was in a state of
suppressed excitement, while I was myself tingling with that
half-sporting, half-intellectual pleasure which I invariably
experienced when I associated myself with him in his
investigations.

"This is the street," said he, as we turned into a short
thoroughfare lined with plain two-storied brick houses. "Ah, here
is Simpson to report."

"He's in all right, Mr. Holmes," cried a small street Arab,
running up to us.

"Good, Simpson!" said Holmes, patting him on the head. "Come
along, Watson. This is the house." He sent in his card with a
message that he had come on important business, and a moment later
we were face to face with the man whom we had come to see. In spite
of the warm weather he was crouching over a fire, and the little
room was like an oven. The man sat all twisted and huddled in his
chair in a way which gave an indescribably impression of deformity;
but the face which he turned towards us, though worn and swarthy,
must at some time have been remarkable for its beauty. He looked
suspiciously at us now out of yellow-shot, bilious eyes, and,
without speaking or rising, he waved towards two chairs.

"Mr. Henry Wood, late of India, I believe," said Holmes,
affably. "I've come over this little matter of Colonel Barclay's
death."

"What should I know about that?"

"That's what I want to ascertain. You know, I suppose, that
unless the matter is cleared up, Mrs. Barclay, who is an old friend
of yours, will in all probability be tried for murder."

The man gave a violent start.

"I don't know who you are," he cried, "nor how you come to know
what you do know, but will you swear that this is true that you
tell me?"

"Why, they are only waiting for her to come to her senses to
arrest her."

"My God! Are you in the police yourself?"

"No."

"What business is it of yours, then?"

"It's every man's business to see justice done."

"You can take my word that she is innocent."

"Then you are guilty."

"No, I am not."

"Who killed Colonel James Barclay, then?"

"It was a just providence that killed him. But, mind you this,
that if I had knocked his brains out, as it was in my heart to do,
he would have had no more than his due from my hands. If his own
guilty conscience had not struck him down it is likely enough that
I might have had his blood upon my soul. You want me to tell the
story. Well, I don't know why I shouldn't, for there's no cause for
me to be ashamed of it.

"It was in this way, sir. You see me now with my back like a
camel and my ribs all awry, but there was a time when Corporal
Henry Wood was the smartest man in the 117th foot. We were in India
then, in cantonments, at a place we'll call Bhurtee. Barclay, who
died the other day, was sergeant in the same company as myself, and
the belle of the regiment, ay, and the finest girl that ever had
the breath of life between her lips, was Nancy Devoy, the daughter
of the color-sergeant. There were two men that loved her, and one
that she loved, and you'll smile when you look at this poor thing
huddled before the fire, and hear me say that it was for my good
looks that she loved me.

"Well, though I had her heart, her father was set upon her
marrying Barclay. I was a harum-scarum, reckless lad, and he had
had an education, and was already marked for the sword-belt. But
the girl held true to me, and it seemed that I would have had her
when the Mutiny broke out, and all hell was loose in the
country.

"We were shut up in Bhurtee, the regiment of us with half a
battery of artillery, a company of Sikhs, and a lot of civilians
and women-folk. There were ten thousand rebels round us, and they
were as keen as a set of terriers round a rat-cage. About the
second week of it our water gave out, and it was a question whether
we could communicate with General Neill's column, which was moving
up country. It was our only chance, for we could not hope to fight
our way out with all the women and children, so I volunteered to go
out and to warn General Neill of our danger. My offer was accepted,
and I talked it over with Sergeant Barclay, who was supposed to
know the ground better than any other man, and who drew up a route
by which I might get through the rebel lines. At ten o'clock the
same night I started off upon my journey. There were a thousand
lives to save, but it was of only one that I was thinking when I
dropped over the wall that night.

"My way ran down a dried-up watercourse, which we hoped would
screen me from the enemy's sentries; but as I crept round the
corner of it I walked right into six of them, who were crouching
down in the dark waiting for me. In an instant I was stunned with a
blow and bound hand and foot. But the real blow was to my heart and
not to my head, for as I came to and listened to as much as I could
understand of their talk, I heard enough to tell me that my
comrade, the very man who had arranged the way that I was to take,
had betrayed me by means of a native servant into the hands of the
enemy.

"Well, there's no need for me to dwell on that part of it. You
know now what James Barclay was capable of. Bhurtee was relieved by
Neill next day, but the rebels took me away with them in their
retreat, and it was many a long year before ever I saw a white face
again. I was tortured and tried to get away, and was captured and
tortured again. You can see for yourselves the state in which I was
left. Some of them that fled into Nepaul took me with them, and
then afterwards I was up past Darjeeling. The hill-folk up there
murdered the rebels who had me, and I became their slave for a time
until I escaped; but instead of going south I had to go north,
until I found myself among the Afghans. There I wandered about for
many a year, and at last came back to the Punjab, where I lived
mostly among the natives and picked up a living by the conjuring
tricks that I had learned. What use was it for me, a wretched
cripple, to go back to England or to make myself known to my old
comrades? Even my wish for revenge would not make me do that. I had
rather that Nancy and my old pals should think of Harry Wood as
having died with a straight back, than see him living and crawling
with a stick like a chimpanzee. They never doubted that I was dead,
and I meant that they never should. I heard that Barclay had
married Nancy, and that he was rising rapidly in the regiment, but
even that did not make me speak.

"But when one gets old one has a longing for home. For years
I've been dreaming of the bright green fields and the hedges of
England. At last I determined to see them before I died. I saved
enough to bring me across, and then I came here where the soldiers
are, for I know their ways and how to amuse them and so earn enough
to keep me."

"Your narrative is most interesting," said Sherlock Holmes. "I
have already heard of your meeting with Mrs. Barclay, and your
mutual recognition. You then, as I understand, followed her home
and saw through the window an altercation between her husband and
her, in which she doubtless cast his conduct to you in his teeth.
Your own feelings overcame you, and you ran across the lawn and
broke in upon them."

"I did, sir, and at the sight of me he looked as I have never
seen a man look before, and over he went with his head on the
fender. But he was dead before he fell. I read death on his face as
plain as I can read that text over the fire. The bare sight of me
was like a bullet through his guilty heart."

"And then?"

"Then Nancy fainted, and I caught up the key of the door from
her hand, intending to unlock it and get help. But as I was doing
it it seemed to me better to leave it alone and get away, for the
thing might look black against me, and any way my secret would be
out if I were taken. In my haste I thrust the key into my pocket,
and dropped my stick while I was chasing Teddy, who had run up the
curtain. When I got him into his box, from which he had slipped, I
was off as fast as I could run."

"Who's Teddy?" asked Holmes.

The man leaned over and pulled up the front of a kind of hutch
in the corner. In an instant out there slipped a beautiful
reddish-brown creature, thin and lithe, with the legs of a stoat, a
long, thin nose, and a pair of the finest red eyes that ever I saw
in an animal's head.

"It's a mongoose," I cried.

"Well, some call them that, and some call them ichneumon," said
the man. "Snake-catcher is what I call them, and Teddy is amazing
quick on cobras. I have one here without the fangs, and Teddy
catches it every night to please the folk in the canteen.

"Any other point, sir?"

"Well, we may have to apply to you again if Mrs. Barclay should
prove to be in serious trouble."

"In that case, of course, I'd come forward."

"But if not, there is no object in raking up this scandal
against a dead man, foully as he has acted. You have at least the
satisfaction of knowing that for thirty years of his life his
conscience bitterly reproached him for this wicked deed. Ah, there
goes Major Murphy on the other side of the street. Good-by, Wood. I
want to learn if anything has happened since yesterday."

We were in time to overtake the major before he reached the
corner.

"Ah, Holmes," he said: "I suppose you have heard that all this
fuss has come to nothing?"

"What then?"

"The inquest is just over. The medical evidence showed
conclusively that death was due to apoplexy. You see it was quite a
simple case after all."

"Oh, remarkably superficial," said Holmes, smiling. "Come,
Watson, I don't think we shall be wanted in Aldershot any
more."

"There's one thing," said I, as we walked down to the station.
"If the husband's name was James, and the other was Henry, what was
this talk about David?"

"That one word, my dear Watson, should have told me the whole
story had I been the ideal reasoner which you are so fond of
depicting. It was evidently a term of reproach."

"Of reproach?"

"Yes; David strayed a little occasionally, you know, and on one
occasion in the same direction as Sergeant James Barclay. You
remember the small affair of Uriah and Bathsheba? My biblical
knowledge is a trifle rusty, I fear, but you will find the story in
the first or second of Samuel."










The Resident Patient


Glancing over the somewhat incoherent series of Memoirs with
which I have endeavored to illustrate a few of the mental
peculiarities of my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes, I have been struck
by the difficulty which I have experienced in picking out examples
which shall in every way answer my purpose. For in those cases in
which Holmes has performed some tour de force of analytical
reasoning, and has demonstrated the value of his peculiar methods
of investigation, the facts themselves have often been so slight or
so commonplace that I could not feel justified in laying them
before the public. On the other hand, it has frequently happened
that he has been concerned in some research where the facts have
been of the most remarkable and dramatic character, but where the
share which he has himself taken in determining their causes has
been less pronounced than I, as his biographer, could wish. The
small matter which I have chronicled under the heading of "A Study
in Scarlet," and that other later one connected with the loss of
the Gloria Scott, may serve as examples of this Scylla and
Charybdis which are forever threatening the historian. It may be
that in the business of which I am now about to write the part
which my friend played is not sufficiently accentuated; and yet the
whole train of circumstances is so remarkable that I cannot bring
myself to omit it entirely from this series.

It had been a close, rainy day in October. Our blinds were
half-drawn, and Holmes lay curled upon the sofa, reading and
re-reading a letter which he had received by the morning post. For
myself, my term of service in India had trained me to stand heat
better than cold, and a thermometer of 90 was no hardship. But the
paper was uninteresting. Parliament had risen. Everybody was out of
town, and I yearned for the glades of the New Forest or the shingle
of Southsea. A depleted bank account had caused me to postpone my
holiday, and as to my companion, neither the country nor the sea
presented the slightest attraction to him. He loved to lie in the
very centre of five millions of people, with his filaments
stretching out and running through them, responsive to every little
rumor or suspicion of unsolved crime. Appreciation of Nature found
no place among his many gifts, and his only change was when he
turned his mind from the evil-doer of the town to track down his
brother of the country.

Finding that Holmes was too absorbed for conversation, I had
tossed aside the barren paper, and leaning back in my chair, I fell
into a brown study. Suddenly my companion's voice broke in upon my
thoughts.

"You are right, Watson," said he. "It does seem a very
preposterous way of settling a dispute."

"Most preposterous!" I exclaimed, and then, suddenly realizing
how he had echoed the inmost thought of my soul, I sat up in my
chair and stared at him in blank amazement.

"What is this, Holmes?" I cried. "This is beyond anything which
I could have imagined."

He laughed heartily at my perplexity.

"You remember," said he, "that some little time ago, when I read
you the passage in one of Poe's sketches, in which a close reasoner
follows the unspoken thought of his companion, you were inclined to
treat the matter as a mere tour de force of the author. On my
remarking that I was constantly in the habit of doing the same
thing you expressed incredulity."

"Oh, no!"

"Perhaps not with your tongue, my dear Watson, but certainly
with your eyebrows. So when I saw you throw down your paper and
enter upon a train of thought, I was very happy to have the
opportunity of reading it off, and eventually of breaking into it,
as a proof that I had been in rapport with you."

But I was still far from satisfied. "In the example which you
read to me," said I, "the reasoner drew his conclusions from the
actions of the man whom he observed. If I remember right, he
stumbled over a heap of stones, looked up at the stars, and so on.
But I have been seated quietly in my chair, and what clues can I
have given you?"

"You do yourself an injustice. The features are given to man as
the means by which he shall express his emotions, and yours are
faithful servants."

"Do you mean to say that you read my train of thoughts from my
features?"

"Your features, and especially your eyes. Perhaps you cannot
yourself recall how your reverie commenced?"

"No, I cannot."

"Then I will tell you. After throwing down your paper, which was
the action which drew my attention to you, you sat for half a
minute with a vacant expression. Then your eyes fixed themselves
upon your newly-framed picture of General Gordon, and I saw by the
alteration in your face that a train of thought had been started.
But it did not lead very far. Your eyes turned across to the
unframed portrait of Henry Ward Beecher which stands upon the top
of your books. You then glanced up at the wall, and of course your
meaning was obvious. You were thinking that if the portrait were
framed it would just cover that bare space and correspond with
Gordon's picture over there."

"You have followed me wonderfully!" I exclaimed.

"So far I could hardly have gone astray. But now your thoughts
went back to Beecher, and you looked hard across as if you were
studying the character in his features. Then your eyes ceased to
pucker, but you continued to look across, and your face was
thoughtful. You were recalling the incidents of Beecher's career. I
was well aware that you could not do this without thinking of the
mission which he undertook on behalf of the North at the time of
the Civil War, for I remember you expressing your passionate
indignation at the way in which he was received by the more
turbulent of our people. You felt so strongly about it that I knew
you could not think of Beecher without thinking of that also. When
a moment later I saw your eyes wander away from the picture, I
suspected that your mind had now turned to the Civil War, and when
I observed that your lips set, your eyes sparkled, and your hands
clinched, I was positive that you were indeed thinking of the
gallantry which was shown by both sides in that desperate struggle.
But then, again, your face grew sadder; you shook your head. You
were dwelling upon the sadness and horror and useless waste of
life. Your hand stole towards your own old wound, and a smile
quivered on your lips, which showed me that the ridiculous side of
this method of settling international questions had forced itself
upon your mind. At this point I agreed with you that it was
preposterous, and was glad to find that all my deductions had been
correct."

"Absolutely!" said I. "And now that you have explained it, I
confess that I am as amazed as before."

"It was very superficial, my dear Watson, I assure you. I should
not have intruded it upon your attention had you not shown some
incredulity the other day. But the evening has brought a breeze
with it. What do you say to a ramble through London?"

I was weary of our little sitting-room and gladly acquiesced.
For three hours we strolled about together, watching the
ever-changing kaleidoscope of life as it ebbs and flows through
Fleet Street and the Strand. His characteristic talk, with its keen
observance of detail and subtle power of inference held me amused
and enthralled. It was ten o'clock before we reached Baker Street
again. A brougham was waiting at our door.

"Hum! A doctor's—general practitioner, I perceive," said Holmes.
"Not been long in practice, but has had a good deal to do. Come to
consult us, I fancy! Lucky we came back!"

I was sufficiently conversant with Holmes's methods to be able
to follow his reasoning, and to see that the nature and state of
the various medical instruments in the wicker basket which hung in
the lamplight inside the brougham had given him the data for his
swift deduction. The light in our window above showed that this
late visit was indeed intended for us. With some curiosity as to
what could have sent a brother medico to us at such an hour, I
followed Holmes into our sanctum.

A pale, taper-faced man with sandy whiskers rose up from a chair
by the fire as we entered. His age may not have been more than
three or four and thirty, but his haggard expression and unhealthy
hue told of a life which has sapped his strength and robbed him of
his youth. His manner was nervous and shy, like that of a sensitive
gentleman, and the thin white hand which he laid on the mantelpiece
as he rose was that of an artist rather than of a surgeon. His
dress was quiet and sombre—a black frock-coat, dark trousers, and a
touch of color about his necktie.

"Good-evening, doctor," said Holmes, cheerily. "I am glad to see
that you have only been waiting a very few minutes."

"You spoke to my coachman, then?"

"No, it was the candle on the side-table that told me. Pray
resume your seat and let me know how I can serve you."

"My name is Doctor Percy Trevelyan," said our visitor, "and I
live at 403 Brook Street."

"Are you not the author of a monograph upon obscure nervous
lesions?" I asked.

His pale cheeks flushed with pleasure at hearing that his work
was known to me.

"I so seldom hear of the work that I thought it was quite dead,"
said he. "My publishers gave me a most discouraging account of its
sale. You are yourself, I presume, a medical man?"

"A retired army surgeon."

"My own hobby has always been nervous disease. I should wish to
make it an absolute specialty, but, of course, a man must take what
he can get at first. This, however, is beside the question, Mr.
Sherlock Holmes, and I quite appreciate how valuable your time is.
The fact is that a very singular train of events has occurred
recently at my house in Brook Street, and to-night they came to
such a head that I felt it was quite impossible for me to wait
another hour before asking for your advice and assistance."

Sherlock Holmes sat down and lit his pipe. "You are very welcome
to both," said he. "Pray let me have a detailed account of what the
circumstances are which have disturbed you."

"One or two of them are so trivial," said Dr. Trevelyan, "that
really I am almost ashamed to mention them. But the matter is so
inexplicable, and the recent turn which it has taken is so
elaborate, that I shall lay it all before you, and you shall judge
what is essential and what is not.

"I am compelled, to begin with, to say something of my own
college career. I am a London University man, you know, and I am
sure that your will not think that I am unduly singing my own
praises if I say that my student career was considered by my
professors to be a very promising one. After I had graduated I
continued to devote myself to research, occupying a minor position
in King's College Hospital, and I was fortunate enough to excite
considerable interest by my research into the pathology of
catalepsy, and finally to win the Bruce Pinkerton prize and medal
by the monograph on nervous lesions to which your friend has just
alluded. I should not go too far if I were to say that there was a
general impression at that time that a distinguished career lay
before me.

"But the one great stumbling-block lay in my want of capital. As
you will readily understand, a specialist who aims high is
compelled to start in one of a dozen streets in the Cavendish
Square quarter, all of which entail enormous rents and furnishing
expenses. Besides this preliminary outlay, he must be prepared to
keep himself for some years, and to hire a presentable carriage and
horse. To do this was quite beyond my power, and I could only hope
that by economy I might in ten years' time save enough to enable me
to put up my plate. Suddenly, however, an unexpected incident
opened up quite a new prospect to me.

"This was a visit from a gentleman of the name of Blessington,
who was a complete stranger to me. He came up to my room one
morning, and plunged into business in an instant.

"'You are the same Percy Trevelyan who has had so distinguished
a career and won a great prize lately?' said he.

"I bowed.

"'Answer me frankly,' he continued, 'for you will find it to
your interest to do so. You have all the cleverness which makes a
successful man. Have you the tact?'

"I could not help smiling at the abruptness of the question.

"'I trust that I have my share,' I said.

"'Any bad habits? Not drawn towards drink, eh?'

"'Really, sir!' I cried.

"'Quite right! That's all right! But I was bound to ask. With
all these qualities, why are you not in practice?'

"I shrugged my shoulders.

"'Come, come!' said he, in his bustling way. 'It's the old
story. More in your brains than in your pocket, eh? What would you
say if I were to start you in Brook Street?'

"I stared at him in astonishment.

"'Oh, it's for my sake, not for yours,' he cried. 'I'll be
perfectly frank with you, and if it suits you it will suit me very
well. I have a few thousands to invest, d'ye see, and I think I'll
sink them in you.'

"'But why?' I gasped.

"'Well, it's just like any other speculation, and safer than
most.'

"'What am I to do, then?'

"'I'll tell you. I'll take the house, furnish it, pay the maids,
and run the whole place. All you have to do is just to wear out
your chair in the consulting-room. I'll let you have pocket-money
and everything. Then you hand over to me three quarters of what you
earn, and you keep the other quarter for yourself.'

"This was the strange proposal, Mr. Holmes, with which the man
Blessington approached me. I won't weary you with the account of
how we bargained and negotiated. It ended in my moving into the
house next Lady-day, and starting in practice on very much the same
conditions as he had suggested. He came himself to live with me in
the character of a resident patient. His heart was weak, it
appears, and he needed constant medical supervision. He turned the
two best rooms of the first floor into a sitting-room and bedroom
for himself. He was a man of singular habits, shunning company and
very seldom going out. His life was irregular, but in one respect
he was regularity itself. Every evening, at the same hour, he
walked into the consulting-room, examined the books, put down five
and three-pence for every guinea that I had earned, and carried the
rest off to the strong-box in his own room.

"I may say with confidence that he never had occasion to regret
his speculation. From the first it was a success. A few good cases
and the reputation which I had won in the hospital brought me
rapidly to the front, and during the last few years I have made him
a rich man.

"So much, Mr. Holmes, for my past history and my relations with
Mr. Blessington. It only remains for me now to tell you what has
occurred to bring me here to-night.

"Some weeks ago Mr. Blessington came down to me in, as it seemed
to me, a state of considerable agitation. He spoke of some burglary
which, he said, had been committed in the West End, and he
appeared, I remember, to be quite unnecessarily excited about it,
declaring that a day should not pass before we should add stronger
bolts to our windows and doors. For a week he continued to be in a
peculiar state of restlessness, peering continually out of the
windows, and ceasing to take the short walk which had usually been
the prelude to his dinner. From his manner it struck me that he was
in mortal dread of something or somebody, but when I questioned him
upon the point he became so offensive that I was compelled to drop
the subject. Gradually, as time passed, his fears appeared to die
away, and he had renewed his former habits, when a fresh event
reduced him to the pitiable state of prostration in which he now
lies.

"What happened was this. Two days ago I received the letter
which I now read to you. Neither address nor date is attached to
it.

"'A Russian nobleman who is now resident in England,' it runs,
'would be glad to avail himself of the professional assistance of
Dr. Percy Trevelyan. He has been for some years a victim to
cataleptic attacks, on which, as is well known, Dr. Trevelyan is an
authority. He proposes to call at about quarter past six to-morrow
evening, if Dr. Trevelyan will make it convenient to be at
home.'

"This letter interested me deeply, because the chief difficulty
in the study of catalepsy is the rareness of the disease. You may
believe, then, that I was in my consulting-room when, at the
appointed hour, the page showed in the patient.

"He was an elderly man, thin, demure, and commonplace—by no
means the conception one forms of a Russian nobleman. I was much
more struck by the appearance of his companion. This was a tall
young man, surprisingly handsome, with a dark, fierce face, and the
limbs and chest of a Hercules. He had his hand under the other's
arm as they entered, and helped him to a chair with a tenderness
which one would hardly have expected from his appearance.

"'You will excuse my coming in, doctor,' said he to me, speaking
English with a slight lisp. 'This is my father, and his health is a
matter of the most overwhelming importance to me.'

"I was touched by this filial anxiety. 'You would, perhaps, care
to remain during the consultation?' said I.

"'Not for the world,' he cried with a gesture of horror. 'It is
more painful to me than I can express. If I were to see my father
in one of these dreadful seizures I am convinced that I should
never survive it. My own nervous system is an exceptionally
sensitive one. With your permission, I will remain in the
waiting-room while you go into my father's case.'

"To this, of course, I assented, and the young man withdrew. The
patient and I then plunged into a discussion of his case, of which
I took exhaustive notes. He was not remarkable for intelligence,
and his answers were frequently obscure, which I attributed to his
limited acquaintance with our language. Suddenly, however, as I sat
writing, he ceased to give any answer at all to my inquiries, and
on my turning towards him I was shocked to see that he was sitting
bolt upright in his chair, staring at me with a perfectly blank and
rigid face. He was again in the grip of his mysterious malady.

"My first feeling, as I have just said, was one of pity and
horror. My second, I fear, was rather one of professional
satisfaction. I made notes of my patient's pulse and temperature,
tested the rigidity of his muscles, and examined his reflexes.
There was nothing markedly abnormal in any of these conditions,
which harmonized with my former experiences. I had obtained good
results in such cases by the inhalation of nitrite of amyl, and the
present seemed an admirable opportunity of testing its virtues. The
bottle was downstairs in my laboratory, so leaving my patient
seated in his chair, I ran down to get it. There was some little
delay in finding it—five minutes, let us say—and then I returned.
Imagine my amazement to find the room empty and the patient
gone.

"Of course, my first act was to run into the waiting-room. The
son had gone also. The hall door had been closed, but not shut. My
page who admits patients is a new boy and by no means quick. He
waits downstairs, and runs up to show patients out when I ring the
consulting-room bell. He had heard nothing, and the affair remained
a complete mystery. Mr. Blessington came in from his walk shortly
afterwards, but I did not say anything to him upon the subject,
for, to tell the truth, I have got in the way of late of holding as
little communication with him as possible.

"Well, I never thought that I should see anything more of the
Russian and his son, so you can imagine my amazement when, at the
very same hour this evening, they both came marching into my
consulting-room, just as they had done before.

"'I feel that I owe you a great many apologies for my abrupt
departure yesterday, doctor,' said my patient.

"'I confess that I was very much surprised at it,' said I.

"'Well, the fact is,' he remarked, 'that when I recover from
these attacks my mind is always very clouded as to all that has
gone before. I woke up in a strange room, as it seemed to me, and
made my way out into the street in a sort of dazed way when you
were absent.'

"'And I,' said the son, 'seeing my father pass the door of the
waiting-room, naturally thought that the consultation had come to
an end. It was not until we had reached home that I began to
realize the true state of affairs.'

"'Well,' said I, laughing, 'there is no harm done except that
you puzzled me terribly; so if you, sir, would kindly step into the
waiting-room I shall be happy to continue our consultation which
was brought to so abrupt an ending.'

"'For half an hour or so I discussed that old gentleman's
symptoms with him, and then, having prescribed for him, I saw him
go off upon the arm of his son.

"I have told you that Mr. Blessington generally chose this hour
of the day for his exercise. He came in shortly afterwards and
passed upstairs. An instant later I heard him running down, and he
burst into my consulting-room like a man who is mad with panic.

"'Who has been in my room?' he cried.

"'No one,' said I.

"'It's a lie! He yelled. 'Come up and look!'

"I passed over the grossness of his language, as he seemed half
out of his mind with fear. When I went upstairs with him he pointed
to several footprints upon the light carpet.

"'D'you mean to say those are mine?' he cried.

"They were certainly very much larger than any which he could
have made, and were evidently quite fresh. It rained hard this
afternoon, as you know, and my patients were the only people who
called. It must have been the case, then, that the man in the
waiting-room had, for some unknown reason, while I was busy with
the other, ascended to the room of my resident patient. Nothing had
been touched or taken, but there were the footprints to prove that
the intrusion was an undoubted fact.

"Mr. Blessington seemed more excited over the matter than I
should have thought possible, though of course it was enough to
disturb anybody's peace of mind. He actually sat crying in an
arm-chair, and I could hardly get him to speak coherently. It was
his suggestion that I should come round to you, and of course I at
once saw the propriety of it, for certainly the incident is a very
singular one, though he appears to completely overrate its
importance. If you would only come back with me in my brougham, you
would at least be able to soothe him, though I can hardly hope that
you will be able to explain this remarkable occurrence."

Sherlock Holmes had listened to this long narrative with an
intentness which showed me that his interest was keenly aroused.
His face was as impassive as ever, but his lids had drooped more
heavily over his eyes, and his smoke had curled up more thickly
from his pipe to emphasize each curious episode in the doctor's
tale. As our visitor concluded, Holmes sprang up without a word,
handed me my hat, picked his own from the table, and followed Dr.
Trevelyan to the door. Within a quarter of an hour we had been
dropped at the door of the physician's residence in Brook Street,
one of those sombre, flat-faced houses which one associates with a
West-End practice. A small page admitted us, and we began at once
to ascend the broad, well-carpeted stair.

But a singular interruption brought us to a standstill. The
light at the top was suddenly whisked out, and from the darkness
came a reedy, quivering voice.

"I have a pistol," it cried. "I give you my word that I'll fire
if you come any nearer."

"This really grows outrageous, Mr. Blessington," cried Dr.
Trevelyan.

"Oh, then it is you, doctor," said the voice, with a great heave
of relief. "But those other gentlemen, are they what they pretend
to be?"

We were conscious of a long scrutiny out of the darkness.

"Yes, yes, it's all right," said the voice at last. "You can
come up, and I am sorry if my precautions have annoyed you."

He relit the stair gas as he spoke, and we saw before us a
singular-looking man, whose appearance, as well as his voice,
testified to his jangled nerves. He was very fat, but had
apparently at some time been much fatter, so that the skin hung
about his face in loose pouches, like the cheeks of a blood-hound.
He was of a sickly color, and his thin, sandy hair seemed to
bristle up with the intensity of his emotion. In his hand he held a
pistol, but he thrust it into his pocket as we advanced.

"Good-evening, Mr. Holmes," said he. "I am sure I am very much
obliged to you for coming round. No one ever needed your advice
more than I do. I suppose that Dr. Trevelyan has told you of this
most unwarrantable intrusion into my rooms."

"Quite so," said Holmes. "Who are these two men Mr. Blessington,
and why do they wish to molest you?"

"Well, well," said the resident patient, in a nervous fashion,
"of course it is hard to say that. You can hardly expect me to
answer that, Mr. Holmes."

"Do you mean that you don't know?"

"Come in here, if you please. Just have the kindness to step in
here."

He led the way into his bedroom, which was large and comfortably
furnished.

"You see that," said he, pointing to a big black box at the end
of his bed. "I have never been a very rich man, Mr. Holmes—never
made but one investment in my life, as Dr. Trevelyan would tell
you. But I don't believe in bankers. I would never trust a banker,
Mr. Holmes. Between ourselves, what little I have is in that box,
so you can understand what it means to me when unknown people force
themselves into my rooms."

Holmes looked at Blessington in his questioning way and shook
his head.

"I cannot possibly advise you if you try to deceive me," said
he.

"But I have told you everything."

Holmes turned on his heel with a gesture of disgust.
"Good-night, Dr. Trevelyan," said he.

"And no advice for me?" cried Blessington, in a breaking
voice.

"My advice to you, sir, is to speak the truth."

A minute later we were in the street and walking for home. We
had crossed Oxford Street and were half way down Harley Street
before I could get a word from my companion.

"Sorry to bring you out on such a fool's errand, Watson," he
said at last. "It is an interesting case, too, at the bottom of
it."

"I can make little of it," I confessed.

"Well, it is quite evident that there are two men—more, perhaps,
but at least two—who are determined for some reason to get at this
fellow Blessington. I have no doubt in my mind that both on the
first and on the second occasion that young man penetrated to
Blessington's room, while his confederate, by an ingenious device,
kept the doctor from interfering."

"And the catalepsy?"

"A fraudulent imitation, Watson, though I should hardly dare to
hint as much to our specialist. It is a very easy complaint to
imitate. I have done it myself."

"And then?"

"By the purest chance Blessington was out on each occasion.
Their reason for choosing so unusual an hour for a consultation was
obviously to insure that there should be no other patient in the
waiting-room. It just happened, however, that this hour coincided
with Blessington's constitutional, which seems to show that they
were not very well acquainted with his daily routine. Of course, if
they had been merely after plunder they would at least have made
some attempt to search for it. Besides, I can read in a man's eye
when it is his own skin that he is frightened for. It is
inconceivable that this fellow could have made two such vindictive
enemies as these appear to be without knowing of it. I hold it,
therefore, to be certain that he does know who these men are, and
that for reasons of his own he suppresses it. It is just possible
that to-morrow may find him in a more communicative mood."

"Is there not one alternative," I suggested, "grotesquely
improbably, no doubt, but still just conceivable? Might the whole
story of the cataleptic Russian and his son be a concoction of Dr.
Trevelyan's, who has, for his own purposes, been in Blessington's
rooms?"

I saw in the gaslight that Holmes wore an amused smile at this
brilliant departure of mine.

"My dear fellow," said he, "it was one of the first solutions
which occurred to me, but I was soon able to corroborate the
doctor's tale. This young man has left prints upon the stair-carpet
which made it quite superfluous for me to ask to see those which he
had made in the room. When I tell you that his shoes were
square-toed instead of being pointed like Blessington's, and were
quite an inch and a third longer than the doctor's, you will
acknowledge that there can be no doubt as to his individuality. But
we may sleep on it now, for I shall be surprised if we do not hear
something further from Brook Street in the morning."

Sherlock Holmes's prophecy was soon fulfilled, and in a dramatic
fashion. At half-past seven next morning, in the first glimmer of
daylight, I found him standing by my bedside in his
dressing-gown.

"There's a brougham waiting for us, Watson," said he.

"What's the matter, then?"

"The Brook Street business."

"Any fresh news?"

"Tragic, but ambiguous," said he, pulling up the blind. "Look at
this—a sheet from a note-book, with 'For God's sake come at once—P.
T.,' scrawled upon it in pencil. Our friend, the doctor, was hard
put to it when he wrote this. Come along, my dear fellow, for it's
an urgent call."

In a quarter of an hour or so we were back at the physician's
house. He came running out to meet us with a face of horror.

"Oh, such a business!" he cried, with his hands to his
temples.

"What then?"

"Blessington has committed suicide!"

Holmes whistled.

"Yes, he hanged himself during the night."

We had entered, and the doctor had preceded us into what was
evidently his waiting-room.

"I really hardly know what I am doing," he cried. "The police
are already upstairs. It has shaken me most dreadfully."

"When did you find it out?"

"He has a cup of tea taken in to him early every morning. When
the maid entered, about seven, there the unfortunate fellow was
hanging in the middle of the room. He had tied his cord to the hook
on which the heavy lamp used to hang, and he had jumped off from
the top of the very box that he showed us yesterday."

Holmes stood for a moment in deep thought.

"With your permission," said he at last, "I should like to go
upstairs and look into the matter."

We both ascended, followed by the doctor.

It was a dreadful sight which met us as we entered the bedroom
door. I have spoken of the impression of flabbiness which this man
Blessington conveyed. As he dangled from the hook it was
exaggerated and intensified until he was scarce human in his
appearance. The neck was drawn out like a plucked chicken's, making
the rest of him seem the more obese and unnatural by the contrast.
He was clad only in his long night-dress, and his swollen ankles
and ungainly feet protruded starkly from beneath it. Beside him
stood a smart-looking police-inspector, who was taking notes in a
pocket-book.

"Ah, Mr. Holmes," said he, heartily, as my friend entered, "I am
delighted to see you."

"Good-morning, Lanner," answered Holmes; "you won't think me an
intruder, I am sure. Have you heard of the events which led up to
this affair?"

"Yes, I heard something of them."

"Have you formed any opinion?"

"As far as I can see, the man has been driven out of his senses
by fright. The bed has been well slept in, you see. There's his
impression deep enough. It's about five in the morning, you know,
that suicides are most common. That would be about his time for
hanging himself. It seems to have been a very deliberate
affair."

"I should say that he has been dead about three hours, judging
by the rigidity of the muscles," said I.

"Noticed anything peculiar about the room?" asked Holmes.

"Found a screw-driver and some screws on the wash-hand stand.
Seems to have smoked heavily during the night, too. Here are four
cigar-ends that I picked out of the fireplace."

"Hum!" said Holmes, "have you got his cigar-holder?"

"No, I have seen none."

"His cigar-case, then?"

"Yes, it was in his coat-pocket."

Holmes opened it and smelled the single cigar which it
contained.

"Oh, this is an Havana, and these others are cigars of the
peculiar sort which are imported by the Dutch from their East
Indian colonies. They are usually wrapped in straw, you know, and
are thinner for their length than any other brand." He picked up
the four ends and examined them with his pocket-lens.

"Two of these have been smoked from a holder and two without,"
said he. "Two have been cut by a not very sharp knife, and two have
had the ends bitten off by a set of excellent teeth. This is no
suicide, Mr. Lanner. It is a very deeply planned and cold-blooded
murder."

"Impossible!" cried the inspector.

"And why?"

"Why should any one murder a man in so clumsy a fashion as by
hanging him?"

"That is what we have to find out."

"How could they get in?"

"Through the front door."

"It was barred in the morning."

"Then it was barred after them."

"How do you know?"

"I saw their traces. Excuse me a moment, and I may be able to
give you some further information about it."

He went over to the door, and turning the lock he examined it in
his methodical way. Then he took out the key, which was on the
inside, and inspected that also. The bed, the carpet, the chairs
the mantelpiece, the dead body, and the rope were each in turn
examined, until at last he professed himself satisfied, and with my
aid and that of the inspector cut down the wretched object and laid
it reverently under a sheet.

"How about this rope?" he asked.

"It is cut off this," said Dr. Trevelyan, drawing a large coil
from under the bed. "He was morbidly nervous of fire, and always
kept this beside him, so that he might escape by the window in case
the stairs were burning."

"That must have saved them trouble," said Holmes, thoughtfully.
"Yes, the actual facts are very plain, and I shall be surprised if
by the afternoon I cannot give you the reasons for them as well. I
will take this photograph of Blessington, which I see upon the
mantelpiece, as it may help me in my inquiries."

"But you have told us nothing!" cried the doctor.

"Oh, there can be no doubt as to the sequence of events," said
Holmes. "There were three of them in it: the young man, the old
man, and a third, to whose identity I have no clue. The first two,
I need hardly remark, are the same who masqueraded as the Russian
count and his son, so we can give a very full description of them.
They were admitted by a confederate inside the house. If I might
offer you a word of advice, Inspector, it would be to arrest the
page, who, as I understand, has only recently come into your
service, Doctor."

"The young imp cannot be found," said Dr. Trevelyan; "the maid
and the cook have just been searching for him."

Holmes shrugged his shoulders.

"He has played a not unimportant part in this drama," said he.
"The three men having ascended the stairs, which they did on
tiptoe, the elder man first, the younger man second, and the
unknown man in the rear—"

"My dear Holmes!" I ejaculated.

"Oh, there could be no question as to the superimposing of the
footmarks. I had the advantage of learning which was which last
night. They ascended, then, to Mr. Blessington's room, the door of
which they found to be locked. With the help of a wire, however,
they forced round the key. Even without the lens you will perceive,
by the scratches on this ward, where the pressure was applied.

"On entering the room their first proceeding must have been to
gag Mr. Blessington. He may have been asleep, or he may have been
so paralyzed with terror as to have been unable to cry out. These
walls are thick, and it is conceivable that his shriek, if he had
time to utter one, was unheard.

"Having secured him, it is evident to me that a consultation of
some sort was held. Probably it was something in the nature of a
judicial proceeding. It must have lasted for some time, for it was
then that these cigars were smoked. The older man sat in that
wicker chair; it was he who used the cigar-holder. The younger man
sat over yonder; he knocked his ash off against the chest of
drawers. The third fellow paced up and down. Blessington, I think,
sat upright in the bed, but of that I cannot be absolutely
certain.

"Well, it ended by their taking Blessington and hanging him. The
matter was so prearranged that it is my belief that they brought
with them some sort of block or pulley which might serve as a
gallows. That screw-driver and those screws were, as I conceive,
for fixing it up. Seeing the hook, however they naturally saved
themselves the trouble. Having finished their work they made off,
and the door was barred behind them by their confederate."

We had all listened with the deepest interest to this sketch of
the night's doings, which Holmes had deduced from signs so subtle
and minute that, even when he had pointed them out to us, we could
scarcely follow him in his reasoning. The inspector hurried away on
the instant to make inquiries about the page, while Holmes and I
returned to Baker Street for breakfast.

"I'll be back by three," said he, when we had finished our meal.
"Both the inspector and the doctor will meet me here at that hour,
and I hope by that time to have cleared up any little obscurity
which the case may still present."

Our visitors arrived at the appointed time, but it was a quarter
to four before my friend put in an appearance. From his expression
as he entered, however, I could see that all had gone well with
him.

"Any news, Inspector?"

"We have got the boy, sir."

"Excellent, and I have got the men."

"You have got them!" we cried, all three.

"Well, at least I have got their identity. This so-called
Blessington is, as I expected, well known at headquarters, and so
are his assailants. Their names are Biddle, Hayward, and
Moffat."

"The Worthingdon bank gang," cried the inspector.

"Precisely," said Holmes.

"Then Blessington must have been Sutton."

"Exactly," said Holmes.

"Why, that makes it as clear as crystal," said the
inspector.

But Trevelyan and I looked at each other in bewilderment.

"You must surely remember the great Worthingdon bank business,"
said Holmes. "Five men were in it—these four and a fifth called
Cartwright. Tobin, the care-taker, was murdered, and the thieves
got away with seven thousand pounds. This was in 1875. They were
all five arrested, but the evidence against them was by no means
conclusive. This Blessington or Sutton, who was the worst of the
gang, turned informer. On his evidence Cartwright was hanged and
the other three got fifteen years apiece. When they got out the
other day, which was some years before their full term, they set
themselves, as you perceive, to hunt down the traitor and to avenge
the death of their comrade upon him. Twice they tried to get at him
and failed; a third time, you see, it came off. Is there anything
further which I can explain, Dr. Trevelyan?"

"I think you have made it all remarkable clear," said the
doctor. "No doubt the day on which he was perturbed was the day
when he had seen of their release in the newspapers."

"Quite so. His talk about a burglary was the merest blind."

"But why could he not tell you this?"

"Well, my dear sir, knowing the vindictive character of his old
associates, he was trying to hide his own identity from everybody
as long as he could. His secret was a shameful one, and he could
not bring himself to divulge it. However, wretch as he was, he was
still living under the shield of British law, and I have no doubt,
Inspector, that you will see that, though that shield may fail to
guard, the sword of justice is still there to avenge."

Such were the singular circumstances in connection with the
Resident Patient and the Brook Street Doctor. From that night
nothing has been seen of the three murderers by the police, and it
is surmised at Scotland Yard that they were among the passengers of
the ill-fated steamer Norah Creina, which was lost some years ago
with all hands upon the Portuguese coast, some leagues to the north
of Oporto. The proceedings against the page broke down for want of
evidence, and the Brook Street Mystery, as it was called, has never
until now been fully dealt with in any public print.










The Greek Interpreter


During my long and intimate acquaintance with Mr. Sherlock
Holmes I had never heard him refer to his relations, and hardly
ever to his own early life. This reticence upon his part had
increased the somewhat inhuman effect which he produced upon me,
until sometimes I found myself regarding him as an isolated
phenomenon, a brain without a heart, as deficient in human sympathy
as he was pre-eminent in intelligence. His aversion to women and
his disinclination to form new friendships were both typical of his
unemotional character, but not more so than his complete
suppression of every reference to his own people. I had come to
believe that he was an orphan with no relatives living, but one
day, to my very great surprise, he began to talk to me about his
brother.

It was after tea on a summer evening, and the conversation,
which had roamed in a desultory, spasmodic fashion from golf clubs
to the causes of the change in the obliquity of the ecliptic, came
round at last to the question of atavism and hereditary aptitudes.
The point under discussion was, how far any singular gift in an
individual was due to his ancestry and how far to his own early
training.

"In your own case," said I, "from all that you have told me, it
seems obvious that your faculty of observation and your peculiar
facility for deduction are due to your own systematic
training."

"To some extent," he answered, thoughtfully. "My ancestors were
country squires, who appear to have led much the same life as is
natural to their class. But, none the less, my turn that way is in
my veins, and may have come with my grandmother, who was the sister
of Vernet, the French artist. Art in the blood is liable to take
the strangest forms."

"But how do you know that it is hereditary?"

"Because my brother Mycroft possesses it in a larger degree than
I do."

This was news to me indeed. If there were another man with such
singular powers in England, how was it that neither police nor
public had heard of him? I put the question, with a hint that it
was my companion's modesty which made him acknowledge his brother
as his superior. Holmes laughed at my suggestion.

"My dear Watson," said he, "I cannot agree with those who rank
modesty among the virtues. To the logician all things should be
seen exactly as they are, and to underestimate one's self is as
much a departure from truth as to exaggerate one's own powers. When
I say, therefore, that Mycroft has better powers of observation
than I, you may take it that I am speaking the exact and literal
truth."

"Is he your junior?"

"Seven years my senior."

"How comes it that he is unknown?"

"Oh, he is very well known in his own circle."

"Where, then?"

"Well, in the Diogenes Club, for example."

I had never heard of the institution, and my face must have
proclaimed as much, for Sherlock Holmes pulled out his watch.

"The Diogenes Club is the queerest club in London, and Mycroft
one of the queerest men. He's always there from quarter to five to
twenty to eight. It's six now, so if you care for a stroll this
beautiful evening I shall be very happy to introduce you to two
curiosities."

Five minutes later we were in the street, walking towards
Regent's Circus.

"You wonder," said my companion, "why it is that Mycroft does
not use his powers for detective work. He is incapable of it."

"But I thought you said—"

"I said that he was my superior in observation and deduction. If
the art of the detective began and ended in reasoning from an
arm-chair, my brother would be the greatest criminal agent that
ever lived. But he has no ambition and no energy. He will not even
go out of his way to verify his own solutions, and would rather be
considered wrong than take the trouble to prove himself right.
Again and again I have taken a problem to him, and have received an
explanation which has afterwards proved to be the correct one. And
yet he was absolutely incapable of working out the practical points
which must be gone into before a case could be laid before a judge
or jury."

"It is not his profession, then?"

"By no means. What is to me a means of livelihood is to him the
merest hobby of a dilettante. He has an extraordinary faculty for
figures, and audits the books in some of the government
departments. Mycroft lodges in Pall Mall, and he walks round the
corner into Whitehall every morning and back every evening. From
year's end to year's end he takes no other exercise, and is seen
nowhere else, except only in the Diogenes Club, which is just
opposite his rooms."

"I cannot recall the name."

"Very likely not. There are many men in London, you know, who,
some from shyness, some from misanthropy, have no wish for the
company of their fellows. Yet they are not averse to comfortable
chairs and the latest periodicals. It is for the convenience of
these that the Diogenes Club was started, and it now contains the
most unsociable and unclubable men in town. No member is permitted
to take the least notice of any other one. Save in the Stranger's
Room, no talking is, under any circumstances, allowed, and three
offences, if brought to the notice of the committee, render the
talker liable to expulsion. My brother was one of the founders, and
I have myself found it a very soothing atmosphere."

We had reached Pall Mall as we talked, and were walking down it
from the St. James's end. Sherlock Holmes stopped at a door some
little distance from the Carlton, and, cautioning me not to speak,
he led the way into the hall. Through the glass paneling I caught a
glimpse of a large and luxurious room, in which a considerable
number of men were sitting about and reading papers, each in his
own little nook. Holmes showed me into a small chamber which looked
out into Pall Mall, and then, leaving me for a minute, he came back
with a companion whom I knew could only be his brother.

Mycroft Holmes was a much larger and stouter man than Sherlock.
His body was absolutely corpulent, but his face, though massive,
had preserved something of the sharpness of expression which was so
remarkable in that of his brother. His eyes, which were of a
peculiarly light, watery gray, seemed to always retain that
far-away, introspective look which I had only observed in
Sherlock's when he was exerting his full powers.

"I am glad to meet you, sir," said he, putting out a broad, fat
hand like the flipper of a seal. "I hear of Sherlock everywhere
since you became his chronicler. By the way, Sherlock, I expected
to see you round last week, to consult me over that Manor House
case. I thought you might be a little out of your depth."

"No, I solved it," said my friend, smiling.

"It was Adams, of course."

"Yes, it was Adams."

"I was sure of it from the first." The two sat down together in
the bow-window of the club. "To any one who wishes to study mankind
this is the spot," said Mycroft. "Look at the magnificent types!
Look at these two men who are coming towards us, for example."

"The billiard-marker and the other?"

"Precisely. What do you make of the other?"

The two men had stopped opposite the window. Some chalk marks
over the waistcoat pocket were the only signs of billiards which I
could see in one of them. The other was a very small, dark fellow,
with his hat pushed back and several packages under his arm.

"An old soldier, I perceive," said Sherlock.

"And very recently discharged," remarked the brother.

"Served in India, I see."

"And a non-commissioned officer."

"Royal Artillery, I fancy," said Sherlock.

"And a widower."

"But with a child."

"Children, my dear boy, children."

"Come," said I, laughing, "this is a little too much."

"Surely," answered Holmes, "it is not hard to say that a man
with that bearing, expression of authority, and sunbaked skin, is a
soldier, is more than a private, and is not long from India."

"That he has not left the service long is shown by his still
wearing his ammunition boots, as they are called," observed
Mycroft.

"He had not the cavalry stride, yet he wore his hat on one side,
as is shown by the lighter skin of that side of his brow. His
weight is against his being a sapper. He is in the artillery."

"Then, of course, his complete mourning shows that he has lost
some one very dear. The fact that he is doing his own shopping
looks as though it were his wife. He has been buying things for
children, you perceive. There is a rattle, which shows that one of
them is very young. The wife probably died in childbed. The fact
that he has a picture-book under his arm shows that there is
another child to be thought of."

I began to understand what my friend meant when he said that his
brother possessed even keener faculties that he did himself. He
glanced across at me and smiled. Mycroft took snuff from a
tortoise-shell box, and brushed away the wandering grains from his
coat front with a large, red silk handkerchief.

"By the way, Sherlock," said he, "I have had something quite
after your own heart—a most singular problem—submitted to my
judgment. I really had not the energy to follow it up save in a
very incomplete fashion, but it gave me a basis for some pleasing
speculation. If you would care to hear the facts—"

"My dear Mycroft, I should be delighted."

The brother scribbled a note upon a leaf of his pocket-book,
and, ringing the bell, he handed it to the waiter.

"I have asked Mr. Melas to step across," said he. "He lodges on
the floor above me, and I have some slight acquaintance with him,
which led him to come to me in his perplexity. Mr. Melas is a Greek
by extraction, as I understand, and he is a remarkable linguist. He
earns his living partly as interpreter in the law courts and partly
by acting as guide to any wealthy Orientals who may visit the
Northumberland Avenue hotels. I think I will leave him to tell his
very remarkable experience in his own fashion."

A few minutes later we were joined by a short, stout man whose
olive face and coal-black hair proclaimed his Southern origin,
though his speech was that of an educated Englishman. He shook
hands eagerly with Sherlock Holmes, and his dark eyes sparkled with
pleasure when he understood that the specialist was anxious to hear
his story.

"I do not believe that the police credit me—on my word, I do
not," said he in a wailing voice. "Just because they have never
heard of it before, they think that such a thing cannot be. But I
know that I shall never be easy in my mind until I know what has
become of my poor man with the sticking-plaster upon his face."

"I am all attention," said Sherlock Holmes.

"This is Wednesday evening," said Mr. Melas. "Well then, it was
Monday night—only two days ago, you understand—that all this
happened. I am an interpreter, as perhaps my neighbor there has
told you. I interpret all languages—or nearly all—but as I am a
Greek by birth and with a Grecian name, it is with that particular
tongue that I am principally associated. For many years I have been
the chief Greek interpreter in London, and my name is very well
known in the hotels.

"It happens not unfrequently that I am sent for at strange hours
by foreigners who get into difficulties, or by travelers who arrive
late and wish my services. I was not surprised, therefore, on
Monday night when a Mr. Latimer, a very fashionably dressed young
man, came up to my rooms and asked me to accompany him in a cab
which was waiting at the door. A Greek friend had come to see him
upon business, he said, and as he could speak nothing but his own
tongue, the services of an interpreter were indispensable. He gave
me to understand that his house was some little distance off, in
Kensington, and he seemed to be in a great hurry, bustling me
rapidly into the cab when we had descended to the street.

"I say into the cab, but I soon became doubtful as to whether it
was not a carriage in which I found myself. It was certainly more
roomy than the ordinary four-wheeled disgrace to London, and the
fittings, though frayed, were of rich quality. Mr. Latimer seated
himself opposite to me and we started off through Charing Cross and
up the Shaftesbury Avenue. We had come out upon Oxford Street and I
had ventured some remark as to this being a roundabout way to
Kensington, when my words were arrested by the extraordinary
conduct of my companion.

"He began by drawing a most formidable-looking bludgeon loaded
with lead from his pocket, and switching it backward and forward
several times, as if to test its weight and strength. Then he
placed it without a word upon the seat beside him. Having done
this, he drew up the windows on each side, and I found to my
astonishment that they were covered with paper so as to prevent my
seeing through them.

"'I am sorry to cut off your view, Mr. Melas,' said he. 'The
fact is that I have no intention that you should see what the place
is to which we are driving. It might possibly be inconvenient to me
if you could find your way there again.'

"As you can imagine, I was utterly taken aback by such an
address. My companion was a powerful, broad-shouldered young
fellow, and, apart from the weapon, I should not have had the
slightest chance in a struggle with him.

"'This is very extraordinary conduct, Mr. Latimer,' I stammered.
'You must be aware that what you are doing is quite illegal.'

"'It is somewhat of a liberty, no doubt,' said he, 'but we'll
make it up to you. I must warn you, however, Mr. Melas, that if at
any time to-night you attempt to raise an alarm or do anything
which is against my interests, you will find it a very serious
thing. I beg you to remember that no one knows where you are, and
that, whether you are in this carriage or in my house, you are
equally in my power.'

"His words were quiet, but he had a rasping way of saying them
which was very menacing. I sat in silence wondering what on earth
could be his reason for kidnapping me in this extraordinary
fashion. Whatever it might be, it was perfectly clear that there
was no possible use in my resisting, and that I could only wait to
see what might befall.

"For nearly two hours we drove without my having the least clue
as to where we were going. Sometimes the rattle of the stones told
of a paved causeway, and at others our smooth, silent course
suggested asphalt; but, save by this variation in sound, there was
nothing at all which could in the remotest way help me to form a
guess as to where we were. The paper over each window was
impenetrable to light, and a blue curtain was drawn across the
glass work in front. It was a quarter-past seven when we left Pall
Mall, and my watch showed me that it was ten minutes to nine when
we at last came to a standstill. My companion let down the window,
and I caught a glimpse of a low, arched doorway with a lamp burning
above it. As I was hurried from the carriage it swung open, and I
found myself inside the house, with a vague impression of a lawn
and trees on each side of me as I entered. Whether these were
private grounds, however, or bona-fide country was more than I
could possibly venture to say.

"There was a colored gas-lamp inside which was turned so low
that I could see little save that the hall was of some size and
hung with pictures. In the dim light I could make out that the
person who had opened the door was a small, mean-looking,
middle-aged man with rounded shoulders. As he turned towards us the
glint of the light showed me that he was wearing glasses.

"'Is this Mr. Melas, Harold?' said he.

"'Yes.'

"'Well done, well done! No ill-will, Mr. Melas, I hope, but we
could not get on without you. If you deal fair with us you'll not
regret it, but if you try any tricks, God help you!' He spoke in a
nervous, jerky fashion, and with little giggling laughs in between,
but somehow he impressed me with fear more than the other.

"'What do you want with me?' I asked.

"'Only to ask a few questions of a Greek gentleman who is
visiting us, and to let us have the answers. But say no more than
you are told to say, or—' here came the nervous giggle again—'you
had better never have been born.'

"As he spoke he opened a door and showed the way into a room
which appeared to be very richly furnished, but again the only
light was afforded by a single lamp half-turned down. The chamber
was certainly large, and the way in which my feet sank into the
carpet as I stepped across it told me of its richness. I caught
glimpses of velvet chairs, a high white marble mantel-piece, and
what seemed to be a suit of Japanese armor at one side of it. There
was a chair just under the lamp, and the elderly man motioned that
I should sit in it. The younger had left us, but he suddenly
returned through another door, leading with him a gentleman clad in
some sort of loose dressing-gown who moved slowly towards us. As he
came into the circle of dim light which enables me to see him more
clearly I was thrilled with horror at his appearance. He was deadly
pale and terribly emaciated, with the protruding, brilliant eyes of
a man whose spirit was greater than his strength. But what shocked
me more than any signs of physical weakness was that his face was
grotesquely criss-crossed with sticking-plaster, and that one large
pad of it was fastened over his mouth.

"'Have you the slate, Harold?' cried the older man, as this
strange being fell rather than sat down into a chair. 'Are his
hands loose? Now, then, give him the pencil. You are to ask the
questions, Mr. Melas, and he will write the answers. Ask him first
of all whether he is prepared to sign the papers?'

"The man's eyes flashed fire.

"'Never!' he wrote in Greek upon the slate.

"'On no condition?' I asked, at the bidding of our tyrant.

"'Only if I see her married in my presence by a Greek priest
whom I know.'

"The man giggled in his venomous way.

"'You know what awaits you, then?'

"'I care nothing for myself.'

"These are samples of the questions and answers which made up
our strange half-spoken, half-written conversation. Again and again
I had to ask him whether he would give in and sign the documents.
Again and again I had the same indignant reply. But soon a happy
thought came to me. I took to adding on little sentences of my own
to each question, innocent ones at first, to test whether either of
our companions knew anything of the matter, and then, as I found
that they showed no signs I played a more dangerous game. Our
conversation ran something like this:

"'You can do no good by this obstinacy. Who are you?'

"'I care not. I am a stranger in London.'

"'Your fate will be upon your own head. How long have you been
here?'

"'Let it be so. Three weeks.'

"'The property can never be yours. What ails you?'

"'It shall not go to villains. They are starving me.'

"'You shall go free if you sign. What house is this?'

"'I will never sign. I do not know.'

"'You are not doing her any service. What is your name?'

"'Let me hear her say so. Kratides.'

"'You shall see her if you sign. Where are you from?'

"'Then I shall never see her. Athens.'

"Another five minutes, Mr. Holmes, and I should have wormed out
the whole story under their very noses. My very next question might
have cleared the matter up, but at that instant the door opened and
a woman stepped into the room. I could not see her clearly enough
to know more than that she was tall and graceful, with black hair,
and clad in some sort of loose white gown.

"'Harold,' said she, speaking English with a broken accent. 'I
could not stay away longer. It is so lonely up there with only—Oh,
my God, it is Paul!'

"These last words were in Greek, and at the same instant the man
with a convulsive effort tore the plaster from his lips, and
screaming out 'Sophy! Sophy!' rushed into the woman's arms. Their
embrace was but for an instant, however, for the younger man seized
the woman and pushed her out of the room, while the elder easily
overpowered his emaciated victim, and dragged him away through the
other door. For a moment I was left alone in the room, and I sprang
to my feet with some vague idea that I might in some way get a clue
to what this house was in which I found myself. Fortunately,
however, I took no steps, for looking up I saw that the older man
was standing in the door-way with his eyes fixed upon me.

"'That will do, Mr. Melas,' said he. 'You perceive that we have
taken you into our confidence over some very private business. We
should not have troubled you, only that our friend who speaks Greek
and who began these negotiations has been forced to return to the
East. It was quite necessary for us to find some one to take his
place, and we were fortunate in hearing of your powers.'

"I bowed.

"'There are five sovereigns here,' said he, walking up to me,
'which will, I hope, be a sufficient fee. But remember,' he added,
tapping me lightly on the chest and giggling, 'if you speak to a
human soul about this—one human soul, mind—well, may God have mercy
upon your soul!"

"I cannot tell you the loathing and horror with which this
insignificant-looking man inspired me. I could see him better now
as the lamp-light shone upon him. His features were peaky and
sallow, and his little pointed beard was thready and ill-nourished.
He pushed his face forward as he spoke and his lips and eyelids
were continually twitching like a man with St. Vitus's dance. I
could not help thinking that his strange, catchy little laugh was
also a symptom of some nervous malady. The terror of his face lay
in his eyes, however, steel gray, and glistening coldly with a
malignant, inexorable cruelty in their depths.

"'We shall know if you speak of this,' said he. 'We have our own
means of information. Now you will find the carriage waiting, and
my friend will see you on your way.'

"I was hurried through the hall and into the vehicle, again
obtaining that momentary glimpse of trees and a garden. Mr. Latimer
followed closely at my heels, and took his place opposite to me
without a word. In silence we again drove for an interminable
distance with the windows raised, until at last, just after
midnight, the carriage pulled up.

"'You will get down here, Mr. Melas,' said my companion. 'I am
sorry to leave you so far from your house, but there is no
alternative. Any attempt upon your part to follow the carriage can
only end in injury to yourself.'

"He opened the door as he spoke, and I had hardly time to spring
out when the coachman lashed the horse and the carriage rattled
away. I looked around me in astonishment. I was on some sort of a
heathy common mottled over with dark clumps of furze-bushes. Far
away stretched a line of houses, with a light here and there in the
upper windows. On the other side I saw the red signal-lamps of a
railway.

"The carriage which had brought me was already out of sight. I
stood gazing round and wondering where on earth I might be, when I
saw some one coming towards me in the darkness. As he came up to me
I made out that he was a railway porter.

"'Can you tell me what place this is?' I asked.

"'Wandsworth Common,' said he.

"'Can I get a train into town?'

"'If you walk on a mile or so to Clapham Junction,' said he,
'you'll just be in time for the last to Victoria.'

"So that was the end of my adventure, Mr. Holmes. I do not know
where I was, nor whom I spoke with, nor anything save what I have
told you. But I know that there is foul play going on, and I want
to help that unhappy man if I can. I told the whole story to Mr.
Mycroft Holmes next morning, and subsequently to the police."

We all sat in silence for some little time after listening to
this extraordinary narrative. Then Sherlock looked across at his
brother.

"Any steps?" he asked.

Mycroft picked up the Daily News, which was lying on the
side-table.

"'Anybody supplying any information to the whereabouts of a
Greek gentleman named Paul Kratides, from Athens, who is unable to
speak English, will be rewarded. A similar reward paid to any one
giving information about a Greek lady whose first name is Sophy. X
2473.' That was in all the dailies. No answer."

"How about the Greek Legation?"

"I have inquired. They know nothing."

"A wire to the head of the Athens police, then?"

"Sherlock has all the energy of the family," said Mycroft,
turning to me. "Well, you take the case up by all means, and let me
know if you do any good."

"Certainly," answered my friend, rising from his chair. "I'll
let you know, and Mr. Melas also. In the meantime, Mr. Melas, I
should certainly be on my guard, if I were you, for of course they
must know through these advertisements that you have betrayed
them."

As we walked home together, Holmes stopped at a telegraph office
and sent off several wires.

"You see, Watson," he remarked, "our evening has been by no
means wasted. Some of my most interesting cases have come to me in
this way through Mycroft. The problem which we have just listened
to, although it can admit of but one explanation, has still some
distinguishing features."

"You have hopes of solving it?"

"Well, knowing as much as we do, it will be singular indeed if
we fail to discover the rest. You must yourself have formed some
theory which will explain the facts to which we have listened."

"In a vague way, yes."

"What was your idea, then?"

"It seemed to me to be obvious that this Greek girl had been
carried off by the young Englishman named Harold Latimer."

"Carried off from where?"

"Athens, perhaps."

Sherlock Holmes shook his head. "This young man could not talk a
word of Greek. The lady could talk English fairly well.
Inference—that she had been in England some little time, but he had
not been in Greece."

"Well, then, we will presume that she had come on a visit to
England, and that this Harold had persuaded her to fly with
him."

"That is more probable."

"Then the brother—for that, I fancy, must be the
relationship—comes over from Greece to interfere. He imprudently
puts himself into the power of the young man and his older
associate. They seize him and use violence towards him in order to
make him sign some papers to make over the girl's fortune—of which
he may be trustee—to them. This he refuses to do. In order to
negotiate with him they have to get an interpreter, and they pitch
upon this Mr. Melas, having used some other one before. The girl is
not told of the arrival of her brother, and finds it out by the
merest accident."

"Excellent, Watson!" cried Holmes. "I really fancy that you are
not far from the truth. You see that we hold all the cards, and we
have only to fear some sudden act of violence on their part. If
they give us time we must have them."

"But how can we find where this house lies?"

"Well, if our conjecture is correct and the girl's name is or
was Sophy Kratides, we should have no difficulty in tracing her.
That must be our main hope, for the brother is, of course, a
complete stranger. It is clear that some time has elapsed since
this Harold established these relations with the girl—some weeks,
at any rate—since the brother in Greece has had time to hear of it
and come across. If they have been living in the same place during
this time, it is probable that we shall have some answer to
Mycroft's advertisement."

We had reached our house in Baker Street while we had been
talking. Holmes ascended the stair first, and as he opened the door
of our room he gave a start of surprise. Looking over his shoulder,
I was equally astonished. His brother Mycroft was sitting smoking
in the arm-chair.

"Come in, Sherlock! Come in, sir," said he blandly, smiling at
our surprised faces. "You don't expect such energy from me, do you,
Sherlock? But somehow this case attracts me."

"How did you get here?"

"I passed you in a hansom."

"There has been some new development?"

"I had an answer to my advertisement."

"Ah!"

"Yes, it came within a few minutes of your leaving."

"And to what effect?"

Mycroft Holmes took out a sheet of paper.

"Here it is," said he, "written with a J pen on royal cream
paper by a middle-aged man with a weak constitution. 'Sir,' he
says, 'in answer to your advertisement of to-day's date, I beg to
inform you that I know the young lady in question very well. If you
should care to call upon me I could give you some particulars as to
her painful history. She is living at present at The Myrtles,
Beckenham. Yours faithfully, J. Davenport.'

"He writes from Lower Brixton," said Mycroft Holmes. "Do you not
think that we might drive to him now, Sherlock, and learn these
particulars?"

"My dear Mycroft, the brother's life is more valuable than the
sister's story. I think we should call at Scotland Yard for
Inspector Gregson, and go straight out to Beckenham. We know that a
man is being done to death, and every hour may be vital."

"Better pick up Mr. Melas on our way," I suggested. "We may need
an interpreter."

"Excellent," said Sherlock Holmes. "Send the boy for a
four-wheeler, and we shall be off at once." He opened the
table-drawer as he spoke, and I noticed that he slipped his
revolver into his pocket. "Yes," said he, in answer to my glance;
"I should say from what we have heard, that we are dealing with a
particularly dangerous gang."

It was almost dark before we found ourselves in Pall Mall, at
the rooms of Mr. Melas. A gentleman had just called for him, and he
was gone.

"Can you tell me where?" asked Mycroft Holmes.

"I don't know, sir," answered the woman who had opened the door;
"I only know that he drove away with the gentleman in a
carriage."

"Did the gentleman give a name?"

"No, sir."

"He wasn't a tall, handsome, dark young man?"

"Oh, no, sir. He was a little gentleman, with glasses, thin in
the face, but very pleasant in his ways, for he was laughing all
the time that he was talking."

"Come along!" cried Sherlock Holmes, abruptly. "This grows
serious," he observed, as we drove to Scotland Yard. "These men
have got hold of Melas again. He is a man of no physical courage,
as they are well aware from their experience the other night. This
villain was able to terrorize him the instant that he got into his
presence. No doubt they want his professional services, but, having
used him, they may be inclined to punish him for what they will
regard as his treachery."

Our hope was that, by taking train, we might get to Beckenham as
soon or sooner than the carriage. On reaching Scotland Yard,
however, it was more than an hour before we could get Inspector
Gregson and comply with the legal formalities which would enable us
to enter the house. It was a quarter to ten before we reached
London Bridge, and half past before the four of us alighted on the
Beckenham platform. A drive of half a mile brought us to The
Myrtles—a large, dark house standing back from the road in its own
grounds. Here we dismissed our cab, and made our way up the drive
together.

"The windows are all dark," remarked the inspector. "The house
seems deserted."

"Our birds are flown and the nest empty," said Holmes.

"Why do you say so?"

"A carriage heavily loaded with luggage has passed out during
the last hour."

The inspector laughed. "I saw the wheel-tracks in the light of
the gate-lamp, but where does the luggage come in?"

"You may have observed the same wheel-tracks going the other
way. But the outward-bound ones were very much deeper—so much so
that we can say for a certainty that there was a very considerable
weight on the carriage."

"You get a trifle beyond me there," said the inspector,
shrugging his shoulder. "It will not be an easy door to force, but
we will try if we cannot make some one hear us."

He hammered loudly at the knocker and pulled at the bell, but
without any success. Holmes had slipped away, but he came back in a
few minutes.

"I have a window open," said he.

"It is a mercy that you are on the side of the force, and not
against it, Mr. Holmes," remarked the inspector, as he noted the
clever way in which my friend had forced back the catch. "Well, I
think that under the circumstances we may enter without an
invitation."

One after the other we made our way into a large apartment,
which was evidently that in which Mr. Melas had found himself. The
inspector had lit his lantern, and by its light we could see the
two doors, the curtain, the lamp, and the suit of Japanese mail as
he had described them. On the table lay two glasses, and empty
brandy-bottle, and the remains of a meal.

"What is that?" asked Holmes, suddenly.

We all stood still and listened. A low moaning sound was coming
from somewhere over our heads. Holmes rushed to the door and out
into the hall. The dismal noise came from upstairs. He dashed up,
the inspector and I at his heels, while his brother Mycroft
followed as quickly as his great bulk would permit.

Three doors faced up upon the second floor, and it was from the
central of these that the sinister sounds were issuing, sinking
sometimes into a dull mumble and rising again into a shrill whine.
It was locked, but the key had been left on the outside. Holmes
flung open the door and rushed in, but he was out again in an
instant, with his hand to his throat.

"It's charcoal," he cried. "Give it time. It will clear."

Peering in, we could see that the only light in the room came
from a dull blue flame which flickered from a small brass tripod in
the centre. It threw a livid, unnatural circle upon the floor,
while in the shadows beyond we saw the vague loom of two figures
which crouched against the wall. From the open door there reeked a
horrible poisonous exhalation which set us gasping and coughing.
Holmes rushed to the top of the stairs to draw in the fresh air,
and then, dashing into the room, he threw up the window and hurled
the brazen tripod out into the garden.

"We can enter in a minute," he gasped, darting out again. "Where
is a candle? I doubt if we could strike a match in that atmosphere.
Hold the light at the door and we shall get them out, Mycroft,
now!"

With a rush we got to the poisoned men and dragged them out into
the well-lit hall. Both of them were blue-lipped and insensible,
with swollen, congested faces and protruding eyes. Indeed, so
distorted were their features that, save for his black beard and
stout figure, we might have failed to recognize in one of them the
Greek interpreter who had parted from us only a few hours before at
the Diogenes Club. His hands and feet were securely strapped
together, and he bore over one eye the marks of a violent blow. The
other, who was secured in a similar fashion, was a tall man in the
last stage of emaciation, with several strips of sticking-plaster
arranged in a grotesque pattern over his face. He had ceased to
moan as we laid him down, and a glance showed me that for him at
least our aid had come too late. Mr. Melas, however, still lived,
and in less than an hour, with the aid of ammonia and brandy I had
the satisfaction of seeing him open his eyes, and of knowing that
my hand had drawn him back from that dark valley in which all paths
meet.

It was a simple story which he had to tell, and one which did
but confirm our own deductions. His visitor, on entering his rooms,
had drawn a life-preserver from his sleeve, and had so impressed
him with the fear of instant and inevitable death that he had
kidnapped him for the second time. Indeed, it was almost mesmeric,
the effect which this giggling ruffian had produced upon the
unfortunate linguist, for he could not speak of him save with
trembling hands and a blanched cheek. He had been taken swiftly to
Beckenham, and had acted as interpreter in a second interview, even
more dramatic than the first, in which the two Englishmen had
menaced their prisoner with instant death if he did not comply with
their demands. Finally, finding him proof against every threat,
they had hurled him back into his prison, and after reproaching
Melas with his treachery, which appeared from the newspaper
advertisement, they had stunned him with a blow from a stick, and
he remembered nothing more until he found us bending over him.

And this was the singular case of the Grecian Interpreter, the
explanation of which is still involved in some mystery. We were
able to find out, by communicating with the gentleman who had
answered the advertisement, that the unfortunate young lady came of
a wealthy Grecian family, and that she had been on a visit to some
friends in England. While there she had met a young man named
Harold Latimer, who had acquired an ascendancy over he and had
eventually persuaded her to fly with him. Her friends, shocked at
the event, had contented themselves with informing her brother at
Athens, and had then washed their hands of the matter. The brother,
on his arrival in England, had imprudently placed himself in the
power of Latimer and of his associate, whose name was Wilson Kemp—a
man of the foulest antecedents. These two, finding that through his
ignorance of the language he was helpless in their hands, had kept
him a prisoner, and had endeavored by cruelty and starvation to
make him sign away his own and his sister's property. They had kept
him in the house without the girl's knowledge, and the plaster over
the face had been for the purpose of making recognition difficult
in case she should ever catch a glimpse of him. Her feminine
perception, however, had instantly seen through the disguise when,
on the occasion of the interpreter's visit, she had seen him for
the first time. The poor girl, however, was herself a prisoner, for
there was no one about the house except the man who acted as
coachman, and his wife, both of whom were tools of the
conspirators. Finding that their secret was out, and that their
prisoner was not to be coerced, the two villains with the girl had
fled away at a few hours' notice from the furnished house which
they had hired, having first, as they thought, taken vengeance both
upon the man who had defied and the one who had betrayed them.

Months afterwards a curious newspaper cutting reached us from
Buda-Pesth. It told how two Englishmen who had been traveling with
a woman had met with a tragic end. They had each been stabbed, it
seems, and the Hungarian police were of opinion that they had
quarreled and had inflicted mortal injuries upon each other.
Holmes, however, is, I fancy, of a different way of thinking, and
holds to this day that, if one could find the Grecian girl, one
might learn how the wrongs of herself and her brother came to be
avenged.










The Naval Treaty


The July which immediately succeeded my marriage was made
memorable by three cases of interest, in which I had the privilege
of being associated with Sherlock Holmes and of studying his
methods. I find them recorded in my notes under the headings of
"The Adventure of the Second Stain," "The Adventure of the Naval
Treaty," and "The Adventure of the Tired Captain." The first of
these, however, deals with interest of such importance and
implicates so many of the first families in the kingdom that for
many years it will be impossible to make it public. No case,
however, in which Holmes was engaged has ever illustrated the value
of his analytical methods so clearly or has impressed those who
were associated with him so deeply. I still retain an almost
verbatim report of the interview in which he demonstrated the true
facts of the case to Monsieur Dubugue of the Paris police, and
Fritz von Waldbaum, the well-known specialist of Dantzig, both of
whom had wasted their energies upon what proved to be side-issues.
The new century will have come, however, before the story can be
safely told. Meanwhile I pass on to the second on my list, which
promised also at one time to be of national importance, and was
marked by several incidents which give it a quite unique
character.

During my school-days I had been intimately associated with a
lad named Percy Phelps, who was of much the same age as myself,
though he was two classes ahead of me. He was a very brilliant boy,
and carried away every prize which the school had to offer,
finished his exploits by winning a scholarship which sent him on to
continue his triumphant career at Cambridge. He was, I remember,
extremely well connected, and even when we were all little boys
together we knew that his mother's brother was Lord Holdhurst, the
great conservative politician. This gaudy relationship did him
little good at school. On the contrary, it seemed rather a piquant
thing to us to chevy him about the playground and hit him over the
shins with a wicket. But it was another thing when he came out into
the world. I heard vaguely that his abilities and the influences
which he commanded had won him a good position at the Foreign
Office, and then he passed completely out of my mind until the
following letter recalled his existence:

Briarbrae, Woking. My dear Watson,—I have no doubt that you can
remember "Tadpole" Phelps, who was in the fifth form when you were
in the third. It is possible even that you may have heard that
through my uncle's influence I obtained a good appointment at the
Foreign Office, and that I was in a situation of trust and honor
until a horrible misfortune came suddenly to blast my career.

There is no use writing of the details of that dreadful event.
In the event of your acceding to my request it is probably that I
shall have to narrate them to you. I have only just recovered from
nine weeks of brain-fever, and am still exceedingly weak. Do you
think that you could bring your friend Mr. Holmes down to see me? I
should like to have his opinion of the case, though the authorities
assure me that nothing more can be done. Do try to bring him down,
and as soon as possible. Every minute seems an hour while I live in
this state of horrible suspense. Assure him that if I have not
asked his advice sooner it was not because I did not appreciate his
talents, but because I have been off my head ever since the blow
fell. Now I am clear again, though I dare not think of it too much
for fear of a relapse. I am still so weak that I have to write, as
you see, by dictating. Do try to bring him.

Your old school-fellow,

Percy Phelps.

There was something that touched me as I read this letter,
something pitiable in the reiterated appeals to bring Holmes. So
moved was I that even had it been a difficult matter I should have
tried it, but of course I knew well that Holmes loved his art, so
that he was ever as ready to bring his aid as his client could be
to receive it. My wife agreed with me that not a moment should be
lost in laying the matter before him, and so within an hour of
breakfast-time I found myself back once more in the old rooms in
Baker Street.

Holmes was seated at his side-table clad in his dressing-gown,
and working hard over a chemical investigation. A large curved
retort was boiling furiously in the bluish flame of a Bunsen
burner, and the distilled drops were condensing into a two-litre
measure. My friend hardly glanced up as I entered, and I, seeing
that his investigation must be of importance, seated myself in an
arm-chair and waited. He dipped into this bottle or that, drawing
out a few drops of each with his glass pipette, and finally brought
a test-tube containing a solution over to the table. In his right
hand he held a slip of litmus-paper.

"You come at a crisis, Watson," said he. "If this paper remains
blue, all is well. If it turns red, it means a man's life." He
dipped it into the test-tube and it flushed at once into a dull,
dirty crimson. "Hum! I thought as much!" he cried. "I will be at
your service in an instant, Watson. You will find tobacco in the
Persian slipper." He turned to his desk and scribbled off several
telegrams, which were handed over to the page-boy. Then he threw
himself down into the chair opposite, and drew up his knees until
his fingers clasped round his long, thin shins.

"A very commonplace little murder," said he. "You've got
something better, I fancy. You are the stormy petrel of crime,
Watson. What is it?"

I handed him the letter, which he read with the most
concentrated attention.

"It does not tell us very much, does it?" he remarked, as he
handed it back to me.

"Hardly anything."

"And yet the writing is of interest."

"But the writing is not his own."

"Precisely. It is a woman's."

"A man's surely," I cried.

"No, a woman's, and a woman of rare character. You see, at the
commencement of an investigation it is something to know that your
client is in close contact with some one who, for good or evil, has
an exceptional nature. My interest is already awakened in the case.
If you are ready we will start at once for Woking, and see this
diplomatist who is in such evil case, and the lady to whom he
dictates his letters."

We were fortunate enough to catch an early train at Waterloo,
and in a little under an hour we found ourselves among the
fir-woods and the heather of Woking. Briarbrae proved to be a large
detached house standing in extensive grounds within a few minutes'
walk of the station. On sending in our cards we were shown into an
elegantly appointed drawing-room, where we were joined in a few
minutes by a rather stout man who received us with much
hospitality. His age may have been nearer forty than thirty, but
his cheeks were so ruddy and his eyes so merry that he still
conveyed the impression of a plump and mischievous boy.

"I am so glad that you have come," said he, shaking our hands
with effusion. "Percy has been inquiring for you all morning. Ah,
poor old chap, he clings to any straw! His father and his mother
asked me to see you, for the mere mention of the subject is very
painful to them."

"We have had no details yet," observed Holmes. "I perceive that
you are not yourself a member of the family."

Our acquaintance looked surprised, and then, glancing down, he
began to laugh.

"Of course you saw the J H monogram on my locket," said he. "For
a moment I thought you had done something clever. Joseph Harrison
is my name, and as Percy is to marry my sister Annie I shall at
least be a relation by marriage. You will find my sister in his
room, for she has nursed him hand-and-foot this two months back.
Perhaps we'd better go in at once, for I know how impatient he
is."

The chamber in which we were shown was on the same floor as the
drawing-room. It was furnished partly as a sitting and partly as a
bedroom, with flowers arranged daintily in every nook and corner. A
young man, very pale and worn, was lying upon a sofa near the open
window, through which came the rich scent of the garden and the
balmy summer air. A woman was sitting beside him, who rose as we
entered.

"Shall I leave, Percy?" she asked.

He clutched her hand to detain her. "How are you, Watson?" said
he, cordially. "I should never have known you under that moustache,
and I dare say you would not be prepared to swear to me. This I
presume is your celebrated friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes?"

I introduced him in a few words, and we both sat down. The stout
young man had left us, but his sister still remained with her hand
in that of the invalid. She was a striking-looking woman, a little
short and thick for symmetry, but with a beautiful olive
complexion, large, dark, Italian eyes, and a wealth of deep black
hair. Her rich tints made the white face of her companion the more
worn and haggard by the contrast.

"I won't waste your time," said he, raising himself upon the
sofa. "I'll plunge into the matter without further preamble. I was
a happy and successful man, Mr. Holmes, and on the eve of being
married, when a sudden and dreadful misfortune wrecked all my
prospects in life.

"I was, as Watson may have told you, in the Foreign Office, and
through the influences of my uncle, Lord Holdhurst, I rose rapidly
to a responsible position. When my uncle became foreign minister in
this administration he gave me several missions of trust, and as I
always brought them to a successful conclusion, he came at last to
have the utmost confidence in my ability and tact.

"Nearly ten weeks ago—to be more accurate, on the 23d of May—he
called me into his private room, and, after complimenting me on the
good work which I had done, he informed me that he had a new
commission of trust for me to execute.

"'This,' said he, taking a gray roll of paper from his bureau,
'is the original of that secret treaty between England and Italy of
which, I regret to say, some rumors have already got into the
public press. It is of enormous importance that nothing further
should leak out. The French or the Russian embassy would pay an
immense sum to learn the contents of these papers. They should not
leave my bureau were it not that it is absolutely necessary to have
them copied. You have a desk in your office?"

"'Yes, sir.'

"'Then take the treaty and lock it up there. I shall give
directions that you may remain behind when the others go, so that
you may copy it at your leisure without fear of being overlooked.
When you have finished, relock both the original and the draft in
the desk, and hand them over to me personally to-morrow
morning.'

"I took the papers and—"

"Excuse me an instant," said Holmes. "Were you alone during this
conversation?"

"Absolutely."

"In a large room?"

"Thirty feet each way."

"In the centre?"

"Yes, about it."

"And speaking low?"

"My uncle's voice is always remarkably low. I hardly spoke at
all."

"Thank you," said Holmes, shutting his eyes; "pray go on."

"I did exactly what he indicated, and waited until the other
clerks had departed. One of them in my room, Charles Gorot, had
some arrears of work to make up, so I left him there and went out
to dine. When I returned he was gone. I was anxious to hurry my
work, for I knew that Joseph—the Mr. Harrison whom you saw just
now—was in town, and that he would travel down to Woking by the
eleven-o'clock train, and I wanted if possible to catch it.

"When I came to examine the treaty I saw at once that it was of
such importance that my uncle had been guilty of no exaggeration in
what he had said. Without going into details, I may say that it
defined the position of Great Britain towards the Triple Alliance,
and fore-shadowed the policy which this country would pursue in the
event of the French fleet gaining a complete ascendancy over that
of Italy in the Mediterranean. The questions treated in it were
purely naval. At the end were the signatures of the high
dignitaries who had signed it. I glanced my eyes over it, and then
settled down to my task of copying.

"It was a long document, written in the French language, and
containing twenty-six separate articles. I copied as quickly as I
could, but at nine o'clock I had only done nine articles, and it
seemed hopeless for me to attempt to catch my train. I was feeling
drowsy and stupid, partly from my dinner and also from the effects
of a long day's work. A cup of coffee would clear my brain. A
commissionnaire remains all night in a little lodge at the foot of
the stairs, and is in the habit of making coffee at his spirit-lamp
for any of the officials who may be working over time. I rang the
bell, therefore, to summon him.

"To my surprise, it was a woman who answered the summons, a
large, coarse-faced, elderly woman, in an apron. She explained that
she was the commissionnaire's wife, who did the charing, and I gave
her the order for the coffee.

"I wrote two more articles and then, feeling more drowsy than
ever, I rose and walked up and down the room to stretch my legs. My
coffee had not yet come, and I wondered what was the cause of the
delay could be. Opening the door, I started down the corridor to
find out. There was a straight passage, dimly lighted, which led
from the room in which I had been working, and was the only exit
from it. It ended in a curving staircase, with the
commissionnaire's lodge in the passage at the bottom. Half way down
this staircase is a small landing, with another passage running
into it at right angles. This second one leads by means of a second
small stair to a side door, used by servants, and also as a short
cut by clerks when coming from Charles Street. Here is a rough
chart of the place."

"Thank you. I think that I quite follow you," said Sherlock
Holmes.

"It is of the utmost importance that you should notice this
point. I went down the stairs and into the hall, where I found the
commissionnaire fast asleep in his box, with the kettle boiling
furiously upon the spirit-lamp. I took off the kettle and blew out
the lamp, for the water was spurting over the floor. Then I put out
my hand and was about to shake the man, who was still sleeping
soundly, when a bell over his head rang loudly, and he woke with a
start.

"'Mr. Phelps, sir!' said he, looking at me in bewilderment.

"'I came down to see if my coffee was ready.'

"'I was boiling the kettle when I fell asleep, sir.' He looked
at me and then up at the still quivering bell with an ever-growing
astonishment upon his face.

"'If you was here, sir, then who rang the bell?' he asked.

"'The bell!' I cried. 'What bell is it?'

"'It's the bell of the room you were working in.'

"A cold hand seemed to close round my heart. Some one, then, was
in that room where my precious treaty lay upon the table. I ran
frantically up the stair and along the passage. There was no one in
the corridors, Mr. Holmes. There was no one in the room. All was
exactly as I left it, save only that the papers which had been
committed to my care had been taken from the desk on which they
lay. The copy was there, and the original was gone."

Holmes sat up in his chair and rubbed his hands. I could see
that the problem was entirely to his heart. "Pray, what did you do
then?" he murmured.

"I recognized in an instant that the thief must have come up the
stairs from the side door. Of course I must have met him if he had
come the other way."

"You were satisfied that he could not have been concealed in the
room all the time, or in the corridor which you have just described
as dimly lighted?"

"It is absolutely impossible. A rat could not conceal himself
either in the room or the corridor. There is no cover at all."

"Thank you. Pray proceed."

"The commissionnaire, seeing by my pale face that something was
to be feared, had followed me upstairs. Now we both rushed along
the corridor and down the steep steps which led to Charles Street.
The door at the bottom was closed, but unlocked. We flung it open
and rushed out. I can distinctly remember that as we did so there
came three chimes from a neighboring clock. It was quarter to
ten."

"That is of enormous importance," said Holmes, making a note
upon his shirt-cuff.

"The night was very dark, and a thin, warm rain was falling.
There was no one in Charles Street, but a great traffic was going
on, as usual, in Whitehall, at the extremity. We rushed along the
pavement, bare-headed as we were, and at the far corner we found a
policeman standing.

"'A robbery has been committed,' I gasped. 'A document of
immense value has been stolen from the Foreign Office. Has any one
passed this way?'

"'I have been standing here for a quarter of an hour, sir,' said
he; 'only one person has passed during that time—a woman, tall and
elderly, with a Paisley shawl.'

"'Ah, that is only my wife,' cried the commissionnaire; 'has no
one else passed?'

"'No one.'

"'Then it must be the other way that the thief took,' cried the
fellow, tugging at my sleeve.

"'But I was not satisfied, and the attempts which he made to
draw me away increased my suspicions.

"'Which way did the woman go?' I cried.

"'I don't know, sir. I noticed her pass, but I had no special
reason for watching her. She seemed to be in a hurry.'

"'How long ago was it?'

"'Oh, not very many minutes.'

"'Within the last five?'

"'Well, it could not be more than five.'

"'You're only wasting your time, sir, and every minute now is of
importance,' cried the commissionnaire; 'take my word for it that
my old woman has nothing to do with it, and come down to the other
end of the street. Well, if you won't, I will.' And with that he
rushed off in the other direction.

"But I was after him in an instant and caught him by the
sleeve.

"'Where do you live?' said I.

"'16 Ivy Lane, Brixton,' he answered. 'But don't let yourself be
drawn away upon a false scent, Mr. Phelps. Come to the other end of
the street and let us see if we can hear of anything.'

"Nothing was to be lost by following his advice. With the
policeman we both hurried down, but only to find the street full of
traffic, many people coming and going, but all only too eager to
get to a place of safety upon so wet a night. There was no lounger
who could tell us who had passed.

"Then we returned to the office, and searched the stairs and the
passage without result. The corridor which led to the room was laid
down with a kind of creamy linoleum which shows an impression very
easily. We examined it very carefully, but found no outline of any
footmark."

"Had it been raining all evening?"

"Since about seven."

"How is it, then, that the woman who came into the room about
nine left no traces with her muddy boots?"

"I am glad you raised the point. It occurred to me at the time.
The charwomen are in the habit of taking off their boots at the
commissionnaire's office, and putting on list slippers."

"That is very clear. There were no marks, then, though the night
was a wet one? The chain of events is certainly one of
extraordinary interest. What did you do next?

"We examined the room also. There is no possibility of a secret
door, and the windows are quite thirty feet from the ground. Both
of them were fastened on the inside. The carpet prevents any
possibility of a trap-door, and the ceiling is of the ordinary
whitewashed kind. I will pledge my life that whoever stole my
papers could only have come through the door."

"How about the fireplace?"

"They use none. There is a stove. The bell-rope hangs from the
wire just to the right of my desk. Whoever rang it must have come
right up to the desk to do it. But why should any criminal wish to
ring the bell? It is a most insoluble mystery."

"Certainly the incident was unusual. What were your next steps?
You examined the room, I presume, to see if the intruder had left
any traces—any cigar-end or dropped glove or hairpin or other
trifle?"

"There was nothing of the sort."

"No smell?"

"Well, we never thought of that."

"Ah, a scent of tobacco would have been worth a great deal to us
in such an investigation."

"I never smoke myself, so I think I should have observed it if
there had been any smell of tobacco. There was absolutely no clue
of any kind. The only tangible fact was that the commissionnaire's
wife—Mrs. Tangey was the name—had hurried out of the place. He
could give no explanation save that it was about the time when the
woman always went home. The policeman and I agreed that our best
plan would be to seize the woman before she could get rid of the
papers, presuming that she had them.

"The alarm had reached Scotland Yard by this time, and Mr.
Forbes, the detective, came round at once and took up the case with
a great deal of energy. We hired a hansom, and in half an hour we
were at the address which had been given to us. A young woman
opened the door, who proved to be Mrs. Tangey's eldest daughter.
Her mother had not come back yet, and we were shown into the front
room to wait.

"About ten minutes later a knock came at the door, and here we
made the one serious mistake for which I blame myself. Instead of
opening the door ourselves, we allowed the girl to do so. We heard
her say, 'Mother, there are two men in the house waiting to see
you,' and an instant afterwards we heard the patter of feet rushing
down the passage. Forbes flung open the door, and we both ran into
the back room or kitchen, but the woman had got there before us.
She stared at us with defiant eyes, and then, suddenly recognizing
me, an expression of absolute astonishment came over her face.

"'Why, if it isn't Mr. Phelps, of the office!' she cried.

"'Come, come, who did you think we were when you ran away from
us?' asked my companion.

"'I thought you were the brokers,' said she, 'we have had some
trouble with a tradesman.'

"'That's not quite good enough,' answered Forbes. 'We have
reason to believe that you have taken a paper of importance from
the Foreign Office, and that you ran in here to dispose of it. You
must come back with us to Scotland Yard to be searched.'

"It was in vain that she protested and resisted. A four-wheeler
was brought, and we all three drove back in it. We had first made
an examination of the kitchen, and especially of the kitchen fire,
to see whether she might have made away with the papers during the
instant that she was alone. There were no signs, however, of any
ashes or scraps. When we reached Scotland Yard she was handed over
at once to the female searcher. I waited in an agony of suspense
until she came back with her report. There were no signs of the
papers.

"Then for the first time the horror of my situation came in its
full force. Hitherto I had been acting, and action had numbed
thought. I had been so confident of regaining the treaty at once
that I had not dared to think of what would be the consequence if I
failed to do so. But now there was nothing more to be done, and I
had leisure to realize my position. It was horrible. Watson there
would tell you that I was a nervous, sensitive boy at school. It is
my nature. I thought of my uncle and of his colleagues in the
Cabinet, of the shame which I had brought upon him, upon myself,
upon every one connected with me. What though I was the victim of
an extraordinary accident? No allowance is made for accidents where
diplomatic interests are at stake. I was ruined, shamefully,
hopelessly ruined. I don't know what I did. I fancy I must have
made a scene. I have a dim recollection of a group of officials who
crowded round me, endeavoring to soothe me. One of them drove down
with me to Waterloo, and saw me into the Woking train. I believe
that he would have come all the way had it not been that Dr.
Ferrier, who lives near me, was going down by that very train. The
doctor most kindly took charge of me, and it was well he did so,
for I had a fit in the station, and before we reached home I was
practically a raving maniac.

"You can imagine the state of things here when they were roused
from their beds by the doctor's ringing and found me in this
condition. Poor Annie here and my mother were broken-hearted. Dr.
Ferrier had just heard enough from the detective at the station to
be able to give an idea of what had happened, and his story did not
mend matters. It was evident to all that I was in for a long
illness, so Joseph was bundled out of this cheery bedroom, and it
was turned into a sick-room for me. Here I have lain, Mr. Holmes,
for over nine weeks, unconscious, and raving with brain-fever. If
it had not been for Miss Harrison here and for the doctor's care I
should not be speaking to you now. She has nursed me by day and a
hired nurse has looked after me by night, for in my mad fits I was
capable of anything. Slowly my reason has cleared, but it is only
during the last three days that my memory has quite returned.
Sometimes I wish that it never had. The first thing that I did was
to wire to Mr. Forbes, who had the case in hand. He came out, and
assures me that, though everything has been done, no trace of a
clue has been discovered. The commissionnaire and his wife have
been examined in every way without any light being thrown upon the
matter. The suspicions of the police then rested upon young Gorot,
who, as you may remember, stayed over time in the office that
night. His remaining behind and his French name were really the
only two points which could suggest suspicion; but, as a matter of
fact, I did not begin work until he had gone, and his people are of
Huguenot extraction, but as English in sympathy and tradition as
you and I are. Nothing was found to implicate him in any way, and
there the matter dropped. I turn to you, Mr. Holmes, as absolutely
my last hope. If you fail me, then my honor as well as my position
are forever forfeited."

The invalid sank back upon his cushions, tired out by this long
recital, while his nurse poured him out a glass of some stimulating
medicine. Holmes sat silently, with his head thrown back and his
eyes closed, in an attitude which might seem listless to a
stranger, but which I knew betokened the most intense
self-absorption.

"You statement has been so explicit," said he at last, "that you
have really left me very few questions to ask. There is one of the
very utmost importance, however. Did you tell any one that you had
this special task to perform?"

"No one."

"Not Miss Harrison here, for example?"

"No. I had not been back to Woking between getting the order and
executing the commission."

"And none of your people had by chance been to see you?"

"None."

"Did any of them know their way about in the office?"

"Oh, yes, all of them had been shown over it."

"Still, of course, if you said nothing to any one about the
treaty these inquiries are irrelevant."

"I said nothing."

"Do you know anything of the commissionnaire?"

"Nothing except that he is an old soldier."

"What regiment?"

"Oh, I have heard—Coldstream Guards."

"Thank you. I have no doubt I can get details from Forbes. The
authorities are excellent at amassing facts, though they do not
always use them to advantage. What a lovely thing a rose is!"

He walked past the couch to the open window, and held up the
drooping stalk of a moss-rose, looking down at the dainty blend of
crimson and green. It was a new phase of his character to me, for I
had never before seen him show any keen interest in natural
objects.

"There is nothing in which deduction is so necessary as in
religion," said he, leaning with his back against the shutters. "It
can be built up as an exact science by the reasoner. Our highest
assurance of the goodness of Providence seems to me to rest in the
flowers. All other things, our powers our desires, our food, are
all really necessary for our existence in the first instance. But
this rose is an extra. Its smell and its color are an embellishment
of life, not a condition of it. It is only goodness which gives
extras, and so I say again that we have much to hope from the
flowers."

Percy Phelps and his nurse looked at Holmes during this
demonstration with surprise and a good deal of disappointment
written upon their faces. He had fallen into a reverie, with the
moss-rose between his fingers. It had lasted some minutes before
the young lady broke in upon it.

"Do you see any prospect of solving this mystery, Mr. Holmes?"
she asked, with a touch of asperity in her voice.

"Oh, the mystery!" he answered, coming back with a start to the
realities of life. "Well, it would be absurd to deny that the case
is a very abstruse and complicated one, but I can promise you that
I will look into the matter and let you know any points which may
strike me."

"Do you see any clue?"

"You have furnished me with seven, but, of course, I must test
them before I can pronounce upon their value."

"You suspect some one?"

"I suspect myself."

"What!"

"Of coming to conclusions too rapidly."

"Then go to London and test your conclusions."

"Your advice is very excellent, Miss Harrison," said Holmes,
rising. "I think, Watson, we cannot do better. Do not allow
yourself to indulge in false hopes, Mr. Phelps. The affair is a
very tangled one."

"I shall be in a fever until I see you again," cried the
diplomatist.

"Well, I'll come out by the same train to-morrow, though it's
more than likely that my report will be a negative one."

"God bless you for promising to come," cried our client. "It
gives me fresh life to know that something is being done. By the
way, I have had a letter from Lord Holdhurst."

"Ha! What did he say?"

"He was cold, but not harsh. I dare say my severe illness
prevented him from being that. He repeated that the matter was of
the utmost importance, and added that no steps would be taken about
my future—by which he means, of course, my dismissal—until my
health was restored and I had an opportunity of repairing my
misfortune."

"Well, that was reasonable and considerate," said Holmes. "Come,
Watson, for we have a good day's work before us in town."

Mr. Joseph Harrison drove us down to the station, and we were
soon whirling up in a Portsmouth train. Holmes was sunk in profound
thought, and hardly opened his mouth until we had passed Clapham
Junction.

"It's a very cheery thing to come into London by any of these
lines which run high, and allow you to look down upon the houses
like this."

I thought he was joking, for the view was sordid enough, but he
soon explained himself.

"Look at those big, isolated clumps of building rising up above
the slates, like brick islands in a lead-colored sea."

"The board-schools."

"Light-houses, my boy! Beacons of the future! Capsules with
hundreds of bright little seeds in each, out of which will spring
the wise, better England of the future. I suppose that man Phelps
does not drink?"

"I should not think so."

"Nor should I, but we are bound to take every possibility into
account. The poor devil has certainly got himself into very deep
water, and it's a question whether we shall ever be able to get him
ashore. What did you think of Miss Harrison?"

"A girl of strong character."

"Yes, but she is a good sort, or I am mistaken. She and her
brother are the only children of an iron-master somewhere up
Northumberland way. He got engaged to her when traveling last
winter, and she came down to be introduced to his people, with her
brother as escort. Then came the smash, and she stayed on to nurse
her lover, while brother Joseph, finding himself pretty snug,
stayed on too. I've been making a few independent inquiries, you
see. But to-day must be a day of inquiries."

"My practice—" I began.

"Oh, if you find your own cases more interesting than mine—"
said Holmes, with some asperity.

"I was going to say that my practice could get along very well
for a day or two, since it is the slackest time in the year."

"Excellent," said he, recovering his good-humor. "Then we'll
look into this matter together. I think that we should begin by
seeing Forbes. He can probably tell us all the details we want
until we know from what side the case is to be approached."

"You said you had a clue?"

"Well, we have several, but we can only test their value by
further inquiry. The most difficult crime to track is the one which
is purposeless. Now this is not purposeless. Who is it who profits
by it? There is the French ambassador, there is the Russian, there
is whoever might sell it to either of these, and there is Lord
Holdhurst."

"Lord Holdhurst!"

"Well, it is just conceivable that a statesman might find
himself in a position where he was not sorry to have such a
document accidentally destroyed."

"Not a statesman with the honorable record of Lord
Holdhurst?"

"It is a possibility and we cannot afford to disregard it. We
shall see the noble lord to-day and find out if he can tell us
anything. Meanwhile I have already set inquiries on foot."

"Already?"

"Yes, I sent wires from Woking station to every evening paper in
London. This advertisement will appear in each of them."

He handed over a sheet torn from a note-book. On it was
scribbled in pencil: "L10 reward. The number of the cab which
dropped a fare at or about the door of the Foreign Office in
Charles Street at quarter to ten in the evening of May 23d. Apply
221 B, Baker Street."

"You are confident that the thief came in a cab?"

"If not, there is no harm done. But if Mr. Phelps is correct in
stating that there is no hiding-place either in the room or the
corridors, then the person must have come from outside. If he came
from outside on so wet a night, and yet left no trace of damp upon
the linoleum, which was examined within a few minutes of his
passing, then it is exceeding probable that he came in a cab. Yes,
I think that we may safely deduce a cab."

"It sounds plausible."

"That is one of the clues of which I spoke. It may lead us to
something. And then, of course, there is the bell—which is the most
distinctive feature of the case. Why should the bell ring? Was it
the thief who did it out of bravado? Or was it some one who was
with the thief who did it in order to prevent the crime? Or was it
an accident? Or was it—?" He sank back into the state of intense
and silent thought from which he had emerged; but it seemed to me,
accustomed as I was to his every mood, that some new possibility
had dawned suddenly upon him.

It was twenty past three when we reached our terminus, and after
a hasty luncheon at the buffet we pushed on at once to Scotland
Yard. Holmes had already wired to Forbes, and we found him waiting
to receive us—a small, foxy man with a sharp but by no means
amiable expression. He was decidedly frigid in his manner to us,
especially when he heard the errand upon which we had come.

"I've heard of your methods before now, Mr. Holmes," said he,
tartly. "You are ready enough to use all the information that the
police can lay at your disposal, and then you try to finish the
case yourself and bring discredit on them."

"On the contrary," said Holmes, "out of my last fifty-three
cases my name has only appeared in four, and the police have had
all the credit in forty-nine. I don't blame you for not knowing
this, for you are young and inexperienced, but if you wish to get
on in your new duties you will work with me and not against
me."

"I'd be very glad of a hint or two," said the detective,
changing his manner. "I've certainly had no credit from the case so
far."

"What steps have you taken?"

"Tangey, the commissionnaire, has been shadowed. He left the
Guards with a good character and we can find nothing against him.
His wife is a bad lot, though. I fancy she knows more about this
than appears."

"Have you shadowed her?"

"We have set one of our women on to her. Mrs. Tangey drinks, and
our woman has been with her twice when she was well on, but she
could get nothing out of her."

"I understand that they have had brokers in the house?"

"Yes, but they were paid off."

"Where did the money come from?"

"That was all right. His pension was due. They have not shown
any sign of being in funds."

"What explanation did she give of having answered the bell when
Mr. Phelps rang for the coffee?"

"She said that he husband was very tired and she wished to
relieve him."

"Well, certainly that would agree with his being found a little
later asleep in his chair. There is nothing against them then but
the woman's character. Did you ask her why she hurried away that
night? Her haste attracted the attention of the police
constable."

"She was later than usual and wanted to get home."

"Did you point out to her that you and Mr. Phelps, who started
at least twenty minutes after her, got home before her?"

"She explains that by the difference between a 'bus and a
hansom."

"Did she make it clear why, on reaching her house, she ran into
the back kitchen?"

"Because she had the money there with which to pay off the
brokers."

"She has at least an answer for everything. Did you ask her
whether in leaving she met any one or saw any one loitering about
Charles Street?"

"She saw no one but the constable."

"Well, you seem to have cross-examined her pretty thoroughly.
What else have you done?"

"The clerk Gorot has been shadowed all these nine weeks, but
without result. We can show nothing against him."

"Anything else?"

"Well, we have nothing else to go upon—no evidence of any
kind."

"Have you formed a theory about how that bell rang?"

"Well, I must confess that it beats me. It was a cool hand,
whoever it was, to go and give the alarm like that."

"Yes, it was queer thing to do. Many thanks to you for what you
have told me. If I can put the man into your hands you shall hear
from me. Come along, Watson."

"Where are we going to now?" I asked, as we left the office.

"We are now going to interview Lord Holdhurst, the cabinet
minister and future premier of England."

We were fortunate in finding that Lord Holdhurst was still in
his chambers in Downing Street, and on Holmes sending in his card
we were instantly shown up. The statesman received us with that
old-fashioned courtesy for which he is remarkable, and seated us on
the two luxuriant lounges on either side of the fireplace. Standing
on the rug between us, with his slight, tall figure, his sharp
features, thoughtful face, and curling hair prematurely tinged with
gray, he seemed to represent that not too common type, a nobleman
who is in truth noble.

"Your name is very familiar to me, Mr. Holmes," said he,
smiling. "And, of course, I cannot pretend to be ignorant of the
object of your visit. There has only been one occurrence in these
offices which could call for your attention. In whose interest are
you acting, may I ask?"

"In that of Mr. Percy Phelps," answered Holmes.

"Ah, my unfortunate nephew! You can understand that our kinship
makes it the more impossible for me to screen him in any way. I
fear that the incident must have a very prejudicial effect upon his
career."

"But if the document is found?"

"Ah, that, of course, would be different."

"I had one or two questions which I wished to ask you, Lord
Holdhurst."

"I shall be happy to give you any information in my power."

"Was it in this room that you gave your instructions as to the
copying of the document?"

"It was."

"Then you could hardly have been overheard?"

"It is out of the question."

"Did you ever mention to any one that it was your intention to
give any one the treaty to be copied?"

"Never."

"You are certain of that?"

"Absolutely."

"Well, since you never said so, and Mr. Phelps never said so,
and nobody else knew anything of the matter, then the thief's
presence in the room was purely accidental. He saw his chance and
he took it."

The statesman smiled. "You take me out of my province there,"
said he.

Holmes considered for a moment. "There is another very important
point which I wish to discuss with you," said he. "You feared, as I
understand, that very grave results might follow from the details
of this treaty becoming known."

A shadow passed over the expressive face of the statesman. "Very
grave results indeed."

"Any have they occurred?"

"Not yet."

"If the treaty had reached, let us say, the French or Russian
Foreign Office, you would expect to hear of it?"

"I should," said Lord Holdhurst, with a wry face.

"Since nearly ten weeks have elapsed, then, and nothing has been
heard, it is not unfair to suppose that for some reason the treaty
has not reached them."

Lord Holdhurst shrugged his shoulders.

"We can hardly suppose, Mr. Holmes, that the thief took the
treaty in order to frame it and hang it up."

"Perhaps he is waiting for a better price."

"If he waits a little longer he will get no price at all. The
treaty will cease to be secret in a few months."

"That is most important," said Holmes. "Of course, it is a
possible supposition that the thief has had a sudden illness—"

"An attack of brain-fever, for example?" asked the statesman,
flashing a swift glance at him.

"I did not say so," said Holmes, imperturbably. "And now, Lord
Holdhurst, we have already taken up too much of your valuable time,
and we shall wish you good-day."

"Every success to your investigation, be the criminal who it
may," answered the nobleman, as he bowed us out the door.

"He's a fine fellow," said Holmes, as we came out into
Whitehall. "But he has a struggle to keep up his position. He is
far from rich and has many calls. You noticed, of course, that his
boots had been resoled. Now, Watson, I won't detain you from your
legitimate work any longer. I shall do nothing more to-day, unless
I have an answer to my cab advertisement. But I should be extremely
obliged to you if you would come down with me to Woking to-morrow,
by the same train which we took yesterday."

I met him accordingly next morning and we traveled down to
Woking together. He had had no answer to his advertisement, he
said, and no fresh light had been thrown upon the case. He had,
when he so willed it, the utter immobility of countenance of a red
Indian, and I could not gather from his appearance whether he was
satisfied or not with the position of the case. His conversation, I
remember, was about the Bertillon system of measurements, and he
expressed his enthusiastic admiration of the French savant.

We found our client still under the charge of his devoted nurse,
but looking considerably better than before. He rose from the sofa
and greeted us without difficulty when we entered.

"Any news?" he asked, eagerly.

"My report, as I expected, is a negative one," said Holmes. "I
have seen Forbes, and I have seen your uncle, and I have set one or
two trains of inquiry upon foot which may lead to something."

"You have not lost heart, then?"

"By no means."

"God bless you for saying that!" cried Miss Harrison. "If we
keep our courage and our patience the truth must come out."

"We have more to tell you than you have for us," said Phelps,
reseating himself upon the couch.

"I hoped you might have something."

"Yes, we have had an adventure during the night, and one which
might have proved to be a serious one." His expression grew very
grave as he spoke, and a look of something akin to fear sprang up
in his eyes. "Do you know," said he, "that I begin to believe that
I am the unconscious centre of some monstrous conspiracy, and that
my life is aimed at as well as my honor?"

"Ah!" cried Holmes.

"It sounds incredible, for I have not, as far as I know, an
enemy in the world. Yet from last night's experience I can come to
no other conclusion."

"Pray let me hear it."

"You must know that last night was the very first night that I
have ever slept without a nurse in the room. I was so much better
that I thought I could dispense with one. I had a night-light
burning, however. Well, about two in the morning I had sunk into a
light sleep when I was suddenly aroused by a slight noise. It was
like the sound which a mouse makes when it is gnawing a plank, and
I lay listening to it for some time under the impression that it
must come from that cause. Then it grew louder, and suddenly there
came from the window a sharp metallic snick. I sat up in amazement.
There could be no doubt what the sounds were now. The first ones
had been caused by some one forcing an instrument through the slit
between the sashes, and the second by the catch being pressed
back.

"There was a pause then for about ten minutes, as if the person
were waiting to see whether the noise had awakened me. Then I heard
a gentle creaking as the window was very slowly opened. I could
stand it no longer, for my nerves are not what they used to be. I
sprang out of bed and flung open the shutters. A man was crouching
at the window. I could see little of him, for he was gone like a
flash. He was wrapped in some sort of cloak which came across the
lower part of his face. One thing only I am sure of, and that is
that he had some weapon in his hand. It looked to me like a long
knife. I distinctly saw the gleam of it as he turned to run."

"This is most interesting," said Holmes. "Pray what did you do
then?"

"I should have followed him through the open window if I had
been stronger. As it was, I rang the bell and roused the house. It
took me some little time, for the bell rings in the kitchen and the
servants all sleep upstairs. I shouted, however, and that brought
Joseph down, and he roused the others. Joseph and the groom found
marks on the bed outside the window, but the weather has been so
dry lately that they found it hopeless to follow the trail across
the grass. There's a place, however, on the wooden fence which
skirts the road which shows signs, they tell me, as if some one had
got over, and had snapped the top of the rail in doing so. I have
said nothing to the local police yet, for I thought I had best have
your opinion first."

This tale of our client's appeared to have an extraordinary
effect upon Sherlock Holmes. He rose from his chair and paced about
the room in uncontrollable excitement.

"Misfortunes never come single," said Phelps, smiling, though it
was evident that his adventure had somewhat shaken him.

"You have certainly had your share," said Holmes. "Do you think
you could walk round the house with me?"

"Oh, yes, I should like a little sunshine. Joseph will come,
too."

"And I also," said Miss Harrison.

"I am afraid not," said Holmes, shaking his head. "I think I
must ask you to remain sitting exactly where you are."

The young lady resumed her seat with an air of displeasure. Her
brother, however, had joined us and we set off all four together.
We passed round the lawn to the outside of the young diplomatist's
window. There were, as he had said, marks upon the bed, but they
were hopelessly blurred and vague. Holmes stopped over them for an
instant, and then rose shrugging his shoulders.

"I don't think any one could make much of this," said he. "Let
us go round the house and see why this particular room was chosen
by the burglar. I should have thought those larger windows of the
drawing-room and dining-room would have had more attractions for
him."

"They are more visible from the road," suggested Mr. Joseph
Harrison.

"Ah, yes, of course. There is a door here which he might have
attempted. What is it for?"

"It is the side entrance for trades-people. Of course it is
locked at night."

"Have you ever had an alarm like this before?"

"Never," said our client.

"Do you keep plate in the house, or anything to attract
burglars?"

"Nothing of value."

Holmes strolled round the house with his hands in his pockets
and a negligent air which was unusual with him.

"By the way," said he to Joseph Harrison, "you found some place,
I understand, where the fellow scaled the fence. Let us have a look
at that!"

The plump young man led us to a spot where the top of one of the
wooden rails had been cracked. A small fragment of the wood was
hanging down. Holmes pulled it off and examined it critically.

"Do you think that was done last night? It looks rather old,
does it not?"

"Well, possibly so."

"There are no marks of any one jumping down upon the other side.
No, I fancy we shall get no help here. Let us go back to the
bedroom and talk the matter over."

Percy Phelps was walking very slowly, leaning upon the arm of
his future brother-in-law. Holmes walked swiftly across the lawn,
and we were at the open window of the bedroom long before the
others came up.

"Miss Harrison," said Holmes, speaking with the utmost intensity
of manner, "you must stay where you are all day. Let nothing
prevent you from staying where you are all day. It is of the utmost
importance."

"Certainly, if you wish it, Mr. Holmes," said the girl in
astonishment.

"When you go to bed lock the door of this room on the outside
and keep the key. Promise to do this."

"But Percy?"

"He will come to London with us."

"And am I to remain here?"

"It is for his sake. You can serve him. Quick! Promise!"

She gave a quick nod of assent just as the other two came
up.

"Why do you sit moping there, Annie?" cried her brother. "Come
out into the sunshine!"

"No, thank you, Joseph. I have a slight headache and this room
is deliciously cool and soothing."

"What do you propose now, Mr. Holmes?" asked our client.

"Well, in investigating this minor affair we must not lose sight
of our main inquiry. It would be a very great help to me if you
would come up to London with us."

"At once?"

"Well, as soon as you conveniently can. Say in an hour."

"I feel quite strong enough, if I can really be of any
help."

"The greatest possible."

"Perhaps you would like me to stay there to-night?"

"I was just going to propose it."

"Then, if my friend of the night comes to revisit me, he will
find the bird flown. We are all in your hands, Mr. Holmes, and you
must tell us exactly what you would like done. Perhaps you would
prefer that Joseph came with us so as to look after me?"

"Oh, no; my friend Watson is a medical man, you know, and he'll
look after you. We'll have our lunch here, if you will permit us,
and then we shall all three set off for town together."

It was arranged as he suggested, though Miss Harrison excused
herself from leaving the bedroom, in accordance with Holmes's
suggestion. What the object of my friend's manoeuvres was I could
not conceive, unless it were to keep the lady away from Phelps,
who, rejoiced by his returning health and by the prospect of
action, lunched with us in the dining-room. Holmes had a still more
startling surprise for us, however, for, after accompanying us down
to the station and seeing us into our carriage, he calmly announced
that he had no intention of leaving Woking.

"There are one or two small points which I should desire to
clear up before I go," said he. "Your absence, Mr. Phelps, will in
some ways rather assist me. Watson, when you reach London you would
oblige me by driving at once to Baker Street with our friend here,
and remaining with him until I see you again. It is fortunate that
you are old school-fellows, as you must have much to talk over. Mr.
Phelps can have the spare bedroom to-night, and I will be with you
in time for breakfast, for there is a train which will take me into
Waterloo at eight."

"But how about our investigation in London?" asked Phelps,
ruefully.

"We can do that to-morrow. I think that just at present I can be
of more immediate use here."

"You might tell them at Briarbrae that I hope to be back
to-morrow night," cried Phelps, as we began to move from the
platform.

"I hardly expect to go back to Briarbrae," answered Holmes, and
waved his hand to us cheerily as we shot out from the station.

Phelps and I talked it over on our journey, but neither of us
could devise a satisfactory reason for this new development.

"I suppose he wants to find out some clue as to the burglary
last night, if a burglar it was. For myself, I don't believe it was
an ordinary thief."

"What is your own idea, then?"

"Upon my word, you may put it down to my weak nerves or not, but
I believe there is some deep political intrigue going on around me,
and that for some reason that passes my understanding my life is
aimed at by the conspirators. It sounds high-flown and absurd, but
consider the facts! Why should a thief try to break in at a bedroom
window, where there could be no hope of any plunder, and why should
he come with a long knife in his hand?"

"You are sure it was not a house-breaker's jimmy?"

"Oh, no, it was a knife. I saw the flash of the blade quite
distinctly."

"But why on earth should you be pursued with such
animosity?"

"Ah, that is the question."

"Well, if Holmes takes the same view, that would account for his
action, would it not? Presuming that your theory is correct, if he
can lay his hands upon the man who threatened you last night he
will have gone a long way towards finding who took the naval
treaty. It is absurd to suppose that you have two enemies, one of
whom robs you, while the other threatens your life."

"But Holmes said that he was not going to Briarbrae."

"I have known him for some time," said I, "but I never knew him
do anything yet without a very good reason," and with that our
conversation drifted off on to other topics.

But it was a weary day for me. Phelps was still weak after his
long illness, and his misfortune made him querulous and nervous. In
vain I endeavored to interest him in Afghanistan, in India, in
social questions, in anything which might take his mind out of the
groove. He would always come back to his lost treaty, wondering,
guessing, speculating, as to what Holmes was doing, what steps Lord
Holdhurst was taking, what news we should have in the morning. As
the evening wore on his excitement became quite painful.

"You have implicit faith in Holmes?" he asked.

"I have seen him do some remarkable things."

"But he never brought light into anything quite so dark as
this?"

"Oh, yes; I have known him solve questions which presented fewer
clues than yours."

"But not where such large interests are at stake?"

"I don't know that. To my certain knowledge he has acted on
behalf of three of the reigning houses of Europe in very vital
matters."

"But you know him well, Watson. He is such an inscrutable fellow
that I never quite know what to make of him. Do you think he is
hopeful? Do you think he expects to make a success of it?"

"He has said nothing."

"That is a bad sign."

"On the contrary, I have noticed that when he is off the trail
he generally says so. It is when he is on a scent and is not quite
absolutely sure yet that it is the right one that he is most
taciturn. Now, my dear fellow, we can't help matters by making
ourselves nervous about them, so let me implore you to go to bed
and so be fresh for whatever may await us to-morrow."

I was able at last to persuade my companion to take my advice,
though I knew from his excited manner that there was not much hope
of sleep for him. Indeed, his mood was infectious, for I lay
tossing half the night myself, brooding over this strange problem,
and inventing a hundred theories, each of which was more impossible
than the last. Why had Holmes remained at Woking? Why had he asked
Miss Harrison to remain in the sick-room all day? Why had he been
so careful not to inform the people at Briarbrae that he intended
to remain near them? I cudgelled my brains until I fell asleep in
the endeavor to find some explanation which would cover all these
facts.

It was seven o'clock when I awoke, and I set off at once for
Phelps's room, to find him haggard and spent after a sleepless
night. His first question was whether Holmes had arrived yet.

"He'll be here when he promised," said I, "and not an instant
sooner or later."

And my words were true, for shortly after eight a hansom dashed
up to the door and our friend got out of it. Standing in the window
we saw that his left hand was swathed in a bandage and that his
face was very grim and pale. He entered the house, but it was some
little time before he came upstairs.

"He looks like a beaten man," cried Phelps.

I was forced to confess that he was right. "After all," said I,
"the clue of the matter lies probably here in town."

Phelps gave a groan.

"I don't know how it is," said he, "but I had hoped for so much
from his return. But surely his hand was not tied up like that
yesterday. What can be the matter?"

"You are not wounded, Holmes?" I asked, as my friend entered the
room.

"Tut, it is only a scratch through my own clumsiness," he
answered, nodding his good-mornings to us. "This case of yours, Mr.
Phelps, is certainly one of the darkest which I have ever
investigated."

"I feared that you would find it beyond you."

"It has been a most remarkable experience."

"That bandage tells of adventures," said I. "Won't you tell us
what has happened?"

"After breakfast, my dear Watson. Remember that I have breathed
thirty miles of Surrey air this morning. I suppose that there has
been no answer from my cabman advertisement? Well, well, we cannot
expect to score every time."

The table was all laid, and just as I was about to ring Mrs.
Hudson entered with the tea and coffee. A few minutes later she
brought in three covers, and we all drew up to the table, Holmes
ravenous, I curious, and Phelps in the gloomiest state of
depression.

"Mrs. Hudson has risen to the occasion," said Holmes, uncovering
a dish of curried chicken. "Her cuisine is a little limited, but
she has as good an idea of breakfast as a Scotch-woman. What have
you here, Watson?"

"Ham and eggs," I answered.

"Good! What are you going to take, Mr. Phelps—curried fowl or
eggs, or will you help yourself?"

"Thank you. I can eat nothing," said Phelps.

"Oh, come! Try the dish before you."

"Thank you, I would really rather not."

"Well, then," said Holmes, with a mischievous twinkle, "I
suppose that you have no objection to helping me?"

Phelps raised the cover, and as he did so he uttered a scream,
and sat there staring with a face as white as the plate upon which
he looked. Across the centre of it was lying a little cylinder of
blue-gray paper. He caught it up, devoured it with his eyes, and
then danced madly about the room, pressing it to his bosom and
shrieking out in his delight. Then he fell back into an arm-chair
so limp and exhausted with his own emotions that we had to pour
brandy down his throat to keep him from fainting.

"There! there!" said Holmes, soothing, patting him upon the
shoulder. "It was too bad to spring it on you like this, but Watson
here will tell you that I never can resist a touch of the
dramatic."

Phelps seized his hand and kissed it. "God bless you!" he cried.
"You have saved my honor."

"Well, my own was at stake, you know," said Holmes. "I assure
you it is just as hateful to me to fail in a case as it can be to
you to blunder over a commission."

Phelps thrust away the precious document into the innermost
pocket of his coat.

"I have not the heart to interrupt your breakfast any further,
and yet I am dying to know how you got it and where it was."

Sherlock Holmes swallowed a cup of coffee, and turned his
attention to the ham and eggs. Then he rose, lit his pipe, and
settled himself down into his chair.

"I'll tell you what I did first, and how I came to do it
afterwards," said he. "After leaving you at the station I went for
a charming walk through some admirable Surrey scenery to a pretty
little village called Ripley, where I had my tea at an inn, and
took the precaution of filling my flask and of putting a paper of
sandwiches in my pocket. There I remained until evening, when I set
off for Woking again, and found myself in the high-road outside
Briarbrae just after sunset.

"Well, I waited until the road was clear—it is never a very
frequented one at any time, I fancy—and then I clambered over the
fence into the grounds."

"Surely the gate was open!" ejaculated Phelps.

"Yes, but I have a peculiar taste in these matters. I chose the
place where the three fir-trees stand, and behind their screen I
got over without the least chance of any one in the house being
able to see me. I crouched down among the bushes on the other side,
and crawled from one to the other—witness the disreputable state of
my trouser knees—until I had reached the clump of rhododendrons
just opposite to your bedroom window. There I squatted down and
awaited developments.

"The blind was not down in your room, and I could see Miss
Harrison sitting there reading by the table. It was quarter-past
ten when she closed her book, fastened the shutters, and
retired.

"I heard her shut the door, and felt quite sure that she had
turned the key in the lock."

"The key!" ejaculated Phelps.

"Yes; I had given Miss Harrison instructions to lock the door on
the outside and take the key with her when she went to bed. She
carried out every one of my injunctions to the letter, and
certainly without her cooperation you would not have that paper in
you coat-pocket. She departed then and the lights went out, and I
was left squatting in the rhododendron-bush.

"The night was fine, but still it was a very weary vigil. Of
course it has the sort of excitement about it that the sportsman
feels when he lies beside the water-course and waits for the big
game. It was very long, though—almost as long, Watson, as when you
and I waited in that deadly room when we looked into the little
problem of the Speckled Band. There was a church-clock down at
Woking which struck the quarters, and I thought more than once that
it had stopped. At last however about two in the morning, I
suddenly heard the gentle sound of a bolt being pushed back and the
creaking of a key. A moment later the servants' door was opened,
and Mr. Joseph Harrison stepped out into the moonlight."

"Joseph!" ejaculated Phelps.

"He was bare-headed, but he had a black coat thrown over his
shoulder so that he could conceal his face in an instant if there
were any alarm. He walked on tiptoe under the shadow of the wall,
and when he reached the window he worked a long-bladed knife
through the sash and pushed back the catch. Then he flung open the
window, and putting his knife through the crack in the shutters, he
thrust the bar up and swung them open.

"From where I lay I had a perfect view of the inside of the room
and of every one of his movements. He lit the two candles which
stood upon the mantelpiece, and then he proceeded to turn back the
corner of the carpet in the neighborhood of the door. Presently he
stopped and picked out a square piece of board, such as is usually
left to enable plumbers to get at the joints of the gas-pipes. This
one covered, as a matter of fact, the T joint which gives off the
pipe which supplies the kitchen underneath. Out of this
hiding-place he drew that little cylinder of paper, pushed down the
board, rearranged the carpet, blew out the candles, and walked
straight into my arms as I stood waiting for him outside the
window.

"Well, he has rather more viciousness than I gave him credit
for, has Master Joseph. He flew at me with his knife, and I had to
grasp him twice, and got a cut over the knuckles, before I had the
upper hand of him. He looked murder out of the only eye he could
see with when we had finished, but he listened to reason and gave
up the papers. Having got them I let my man go, but I wired full
particulars to Forbes this morning. If he is quick enough to catch
his bird, well and good. But if, as I shrewdly suspect, he finds
the nest empty before he gets there, why, all the better for the
government. I fancy that Lord Holdhurst for one, and Mr. Percy
Phelps for another, would very much rather that the affair never
got as far as a police-court.

"My God!" gasped our client. "Do you tell me that during these
long ten weeks of agony the stolen papers were within the very room
with me all the time?"

"So it was."

"And Joseph! Joseph a villain and a thief!"

"Hum! I am afraid Joseph's character is a rather deeper and more
dangerous one than one might judge from his appearance. From what I
have heard from him this morning, I gather that he has lost heavily
in dabbling with stocks, and that he is ready to do anything on
earth to better his fortunes. Being an absolutely selfish man, when
a chance presented itself he did not allow either his sister's
happiness or your reputation to hold his hand."

Percy Phelps sank back in his chair. "My head whirls," said he.
"Your words have dazed me."

"The principal difficulty in your case," remarked Holmes, in his
didactic fashion, "lay in the fact of there being too much
evidence. What was vital was overlaid and hidden by what was
irrelevant. Of all the facts which were presented to us we had to
pick just those which we deemed to be essential, and then piece
them together in their order, so as to reconstruct this very
remarkable chain of events. I had already begun to suspect Joseph,
from the fact that you had intended to travel home with him that
night, and that therefore it was a likely enough thing that he
should call for you, knowing the Foreign Office well, upon his way.
When I heard that some one had been so anxious to get into the
bedroom, in which no one but Joseph could have concealed
anything—you told us in your narrative how you had turned Joseph
out when you arrived with the doctor—my suspicions all changed to
certainties, especially as the attempt was made on the first night
upon which the nurse was absent, showing that the intruder was well
acquainted with the ways of the house."

"How blind I have been!"

"The facts of the case, as far as I have worked them out, are
these: this Joseph Harrison entered the office through the Charles
Street door, and knowing his way he walked straight into your room
the instant after you left it. Finding no one there he promptly
rang the bell, and at the instant that he did so his eyes caught
the paper upon the table. A glance showed him that chance had put
in his way a State document of immense value, and in an instant he
had thrust it into his pocket and was gone. A few minutes elapsed,
as you remember, before the sleepy commissionnaire drew your
attention to the bell, and those were just enough to give the thief
time to make his escape.

"He made his way to Woking by the first train, and having
examined his booty and assured himself that it really was of
immense value, he had concealed it in what he thought was a very
safe place, with the intention of taking it out again in a day or
two, and carrying it to the French embassy, or wherever he thought
that a long price was to be had. Then came your sudden return. He,
without a moment's warning, was bundled out of his room, and from
that time onward there were always at least two of you there to
prevent him from regaining his treasure. The situation to him must
have been a maddening one. But at last he thought he saw his
chance. He tried to steal in, but was baffled by your wakefulness.
You remember that you did not take your usual draught that
night."

"I remember."

"I fancy that he had taken steps to make that draught
efficacious, and that he quite relied upon your being unconscious.
Of course, I understood that he would repeat the attempt whenever
it could be done with safety. Your leaving the room gave him the
chance he wanted. I kept Miss Harrison in it all day so that he
might not anticipate us. Then, having given him the idea that the
coast was clear, I kept guard as I have described. I already knew
that the papers were probably in the room, but I had no desire to
rip up all the planking and skirting in search of them. I let him
take them, therefore, from the hiding-place, and so saved myself an
infinity of trouble. Is there any other point which I can make
clear?"

"Why did he try the window on the first occasion," I asked,
"when he might have entered by the door?"

"In reaching the door he would have to pass seven bedrooms. On
the other hand, he could get out on to the lawn with ease. Anything
else?"

"You do not think," asked Phelps, "that he had any murderous
intention? The knife was only meant as a tool."

"It may be so," answered Holmes, shrugging his shoulders. "I can
only say for certain that Mr. Joseph Harrison is a gentleman to
whose mercy I should be extremely unwilling to trust."










The Final Problem


It is with a heavy heart that I take up my pen to write these
the last words in which I shall ever record the singular gifts by
which my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes was distinguished. In an
incoherent and, as I deeply feel, an entirely inadequate fashion, I
have endeavored to give some account of my strange experiences in
his company from the chance which first brought us together at the
period of the "Study in Scarlet," up to the time of his
interference in the matter of the "Naval Treaty"—an interference
which had the unquestionable effect of preventing a serious
international complication. It was my intention to have stopped
there, and to have said nothing of that event which has created a
void in my life which the lapse of two years has done little to
fill. My hand has been forced, however, by the recent letters in
which Colonel James Moriarty defends the memory of his brother, and
I have no choice but to lay the facts before the public exactly as
they occurred. I alone know the absolute truth of the matter, and I
am satisfied that the time has come when no good purpose is to be
served by its suppression. As far as I know, there have been only
three accounts in the public press: that in the Journal de Geneve
on May 6th, 1891, the Reuter's despatch in the English papers on
May 7th, and finally the recent letter to which I have alluded. Of
these the first and second were extremely condensed, while the last
is, as I shall now show, an absolute perversion of the facts. It
lies with me to tell for the first time what really took place
between Professor Moriarty and Mr. Sherlock Holmes.

It may be remembered that after my marriage, and my subsequent
start in private practice, the very intimate relations which had
existed between Holmes and myself became to some extent modified.
He still came to me from time to time when he desired a companion
in his investigation, but these occasions grew more and more
seldom, until I find that in the year 1890 there were only three
cases of which I retain any record. During the winter of that year
and the early spring of 1891, I saw in the papers that he had been
engaged by the French government upon a matter of supreme
importance, and I received two notes from Holmes, dated from
Narbonne and from Nimes, from which I gathered that his stay in
France was likely to be a long one. It was with some surprise,
therefore, that I saw him walk into my consulting-room upon the
evening of April 24th. It struck me that he was looking even paler
and thinner than usual.

"Yes, I have been using myself up rather too freely," he
remarked, in answer to my look rather than to my words; "I have
been a little pressed of late. Have you any objection to my closing
your shutters?"

The only light in the room came from the lamp upon the table at
which I had been reading. Holmes edged his way round the wall and
flinging the shutters together, he bolted them securely.

"You are afraid of something?" I asked.

"Well, I am."

"Of what?"

"Of air-guns."

"My dear Holmes, what do you mean?"

"I think that you know me well enough, Watson, to understand
that I am by no means a nervous man. At the same time, it is
stupidity rather than courage to refuse to recognize danger when it
is close upon you. Might I trouble you for a match?" He drew in the
smoke of his cigarette as if the soothing influence was grateful to
him.

"I must apologize for calling so late," said he, "and I must
further beg you to be so unconventional as to allow me to leave
your house presently by scrambling over your back garden wall."

"But what does it all mean?" I asked.

He held out his hand, and I saw in the light of the lamp that
two of his knuckles were burst and bleeding.

"It is not an airy nothing, you see," said he, smiling. "On the
contrary, it is solid enough for a man to break his hand over. Is
Mrs. Watson in?"

"She is away upon a visit."

"Indeed! You are alone?"

"Quite."

"Then it makes it the easier for me to propose that you should
come away with me for a week to the Continent."

"Where?"

"Oh, anywhere. It's all the same to me."

There was something very strange in all this. It was not
Holmes's nature to take an aimless holiday, and something about his
pale, worn face told me that his nerves were at their highest
tension. He saw the question in my eyes, and, putting his
finger-tips together and his elbows upon his knees, he explained
the situation.

"You have probably never heard of Professor Moriarty?" said
he.

"Never."

"Aye, there's the genius and the wonder of the thing!" he cried.
"The man pervades London, and no one has heard of him. That's what
puts him on a pinnacle in the records of crime. I tell you, Watson,
in all seriousness, that if I could beat that man, if I could free
society of him, I should feel that my own career had reached its
summit, and I should be prepared to turn to some more placid line
in life. Between ourselves, the recent cases in which I have been
of assistance to the royal family of Scandinavia, and to the French
republic, have left me in such a position that I could continue to
live in the quiet fashion which is most congenial to me, and to
concentrate my attention upon my chemical researches. But I could
not rest, Watson, I could not sit quiet in my chair, if I thought
that such a man as Professor Moriarty were walking the streets of
London unchallenged."

"What has he done, then?"

"His career has been an extraordinary one. He is a man of good
birth and excellent education, endowed by nature with a phenomenal
mathematical faculty. At the age of twenty-one he wrote a treatise
upon the Binomial Theorem, which has had a European vogue. On the
strength of it he won the Mathematical Chair at one of our smaller
universities, and had, to all appearances, a most brilliant career
before him. But the man had hereditary tendencies of the most
diabolical kind. A criminal strain ran in his blood, which, instead
of being modified, was increased and rendered infinitely more
dangerous by his extraordinary mental powers. Dark rumors gathered
round him in the university town, and eventually he was compelled
to resign his chair and to come down to London, where he set up as
an army coach. So much is known to the world, but what I am telling
you now is what I have myself discovered.

"As you are aware, Watson, there is no one who knows the higher
criminal world of London so well as I do. For years past I have
continually been conscious of some power behind the malefactor,
some deep organizing power which forever stands in the way of the
law, and throws its shield over the wrong-doer. Again and again in
cases of the most varying sorts—forgery cases, robberies, murders—I
have felt the presence of this force, and I have deduced its action
in many of those undiscovered crimes in which I have not been
personally consulted. For years I have endeavored to break through
the veil which shrouded it, and at last the time came when I seized
my thread and followed it, until it led me, after a thousand
cunning windings, to ex-Professor Moriarty of mathematical
celebrity.

"He is the Napoleon of crime, Watson. He is the organizer of
half that is evil and of nearly all that is undetected in this
great city. He is a genius, a philosopher, an abstract thinker. He
has a brain of the first order. He sits motionless, like a spider
in the center of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations,
and he knows well every quiver of each of them. He does little
himself. He only plans. But his agents are numerous and splendidly
organized. Is there a crime to be done, a paper to be abstracted,
we will say, a house to be rifled, a man to be removed—the word is
passed to the Professor, the matter is organized and carried out.
The agent may be caught. In that case money is found for his bail
or his defence. But the central power which uses the agent is never
caught—never so much as suspected. This was the organization which
I deduced, Watson, and which I devoted my whole energy to exposing
and breaking up.

"But the Professor was fenced round with safeguards so cunningly
devised that, do what I would, it seemed impossible to get evidence
which would convict in a court of law. You know my powers, my dear
Watson, and yet at the end of three months I was forced to confess
that I had at last met an antagonist who was my intellectual equal.
My horror at his crimes was lost in my admiration at his skill. But
at last he made a trip—only a little, little trip—but it was more
than he could afford when I was so close upon him. I had my chance,
and, starting from that point, I have woven my net round him until
now it is all ready to close. In three days—that is to say, on
Monday next—matters will be ripe, and the Professor, with all the
principal members of his gang, will be in the hands of the police.
Then will come the greatest criminal trial of the century, the
clearing up of over forty mysteries, and the rope for all of them;
but if we move at all prematurely, you understand, they may slip
out of our hands even at the last moment.

"Now, if I could have done this without the knowledge of
Professor Moriarty, all would have been well. But he was too wily
for that. He saw every step which I took to draw my toils round
him. Again and again he strove to break away, but I as often headed
him off. I tell you, my friend, that if a detailed account of that
silent contest could be written, it would take its place as the
most brilliant bit of thrust-and-parry work in the history of
detection. Never have I risen to such a height, and never have I
been so hard pressed by an opponent. He cut deep, and yet I just
undercut him. This morning the last steps were taken, and three
days only were wanted to complete the business. I was sitting in my
room thinking the matter over, when the door opened and Professor
Moriarty stood before me.

"My nerves are fairly proof, Watson, but I must confess to a
start when I saw the very man who had been so much in my thoughts
standing there on my threshhold. His appearance was quite familiar
to me. He is extremely tall and thin, his forehead domes out in a
white curve, and his two eyes are deeply sunken in his head. He is
clean-shaven, pale, and ascetic-looking, retaining something of the
professor in his features. His shoulders are rounded from much
study, and his face protrudes forward, and is forever slowly
oscillating from side to side in a curiously reptilian fashion. He
peered at me with great curiosity in his puckered eyes.

"'You have less frontal development than I should have
expected,' said he, at last. 'It is a dangerous habit to finger
loaded firearms in the pocket of one's dressing-gown.'

"The fact is that upon his entrance I had instantly recognized
the extreme personal danger in which I lay. The only conceivable
escape for him lay in silencing my tongue. In an instant I had
slipped the revolver from the drawer into my pocket, and was
covering him through the cloth. At his remark I drew the weapon out
and laid it cocked upon the table. He still smiled and blinked, but
there was something about his eyes which made me feel very glad
that I had it there.

"'You evidently don't know me,' said he.

"'On the contrary,' I answered, 'I think it is fairly evident
that I do. Pray take a chair. I can spare you five minutes if you
have anything to say.'

"'All that I have to say has already crossed your mind,' said
he.

"'Then possibly my answer has crossed yours,' I replied.

"'You stand fast?'

"'Absolutely.'

"He clapped his hand into his pocket, and I raised the pistol
from the table. But he merely drew out a memorandum-book in which
he had scribbled some dates.

"'You crossed my path on the 4th of January,' said he. 'On the
23d you incommoded me; by the middle of February I was seriously
inconvenienced by you; at the end of March I was absolutely
hampered in my plans; and now, at the close of April, I find myself
placed in such a position through your continual persecution that I
am in positive danger of losing my liberty. The situation is
becoming an impossible one.'

"'Have you any suggestion to make?' I asked.

"'You must drop it, Mr. Holmes,' said he, swaying his face
about. 'You really must, you know.'

"'After Monday,' said I.

"'Tut, tut,' said he. 'I am quite sure that a man of your
intelligence will see that there can be but one outcome to this
affair. It is necessary that you should withdraw. You have worked
things in such a fashion that we have only one resource left. It
has been an intellectual treat to me to see the way in which you
have grappled with this affair, and I say, unaffectedly, that it
would be a grief to me to be forced to take any extreme measure.
You smile, sir, but I assure you that it really would.'

"'Danger is part of my trade,' I remarked.

"'That is not danger,' said he. 'It is inevitable destruction.
You stand in the way not merely of an individual, but of a mighty
organization, the full extent of which you, with all your
cleverness, have been unable to realize. You must stand clear, Mr.
Holmes, or be trodden under foot.'

"'I am afraid,' said I, rising, 'that in the pleasure of this
conversation I am neglecting business of importance which awaits me
elsewhere.'

"He rose also and looked at me in silence, shaking his head
sadly.

"'Well, well,' said he, at last. 'It seems a pity, but I have
done what I could. I know every move of your game. You can do
nothing before Monday. It has been a duel between you and me, Mr.
Holmes. You hope to place me in the dock. I tell you that I will
never stand in the dock. You hope to beat me. I tell you that you
will never beat me. If you are clever enough to bring destruction
upon me, rest assured that I shall do as much to you.'

"'You have paid me several compliments, Mr. Moriarty,' said I.
'Let me pay you one in return when I say that if I were assured of
the former eventuality I would, in the interests of the public,
cheerfully accept the latter.'

"'I can promise you the one, but not the other,' he snarled, and
so turned his rounded back upon me, and went peering and blinking
out of the room.

"That was my singular interview with Professor Moriarty. I
confess that it left an unpleasant effect upon my mind. His soft,
precise fashion of speech leaves a conviction of sincerity which a
mere bully could not produce. Of course, you will say: 'Why not
take police precautions against him?' the reason is that I am well
convinced that it is from his agents the blow will fall. I have the
best proofs that it would be so."

"You have already been assaulted?"

"My dear Watson, Professor Moriarty is not a man who lets the
grass grow under his feet. I went out about mid-day to transact
some business in Oxford Street. As I passed the corner which leads
from Bentinck Street on to the Welbeck Street crossing a two-horse
van furiously driven whizzed round and was on me like a flash. I
sprang for the foot-path and saved myself by the fraction of a
second. The van dashed round by Marylebone Lane and was gone in an
instant. I kept to the pavement after that, Watson, but as I walked
down Vere Street a brick came down from the roof of one of the
houses, and was shattered to fragments at my feet. I called the
police and had the place examined. There were slates and bricks
piled up on the roof preparatory to some repairs, and they would
have me believe that the wind had toppled over one of these. Of
course I knew better, but I could prove nothing. I took a cab after
that and reached my brother's rooms in Pall Mall, where I spent the
day. Now I have come round to you, and on my way I was attacked by
a rough with a bludgeon. I knocked him down, and the police have
him in custody; but I can tell you with the most absolute
confidence that no possible connection will ever be traced between
the gentleman upon whose front teeth I have barked my knuckles and
the retiring mathematical coach, who is, I dare say, working out
problems upon a black-board ten miles away. You will not wonder,
Watson, that my first act on entering your rooms was to close your
shutters, and that I have been compelled to ask your permission to
leave the house by some less conspicuous exit than the front
door."

I had often admired my friend's courage, but never more than
now, as he sat quietly checking off a series of incidents which
must have combined to make up a day of horror.

"You will spend the night here?" I said.

"No, my friend, you might find me a dangerous guest. I have my
plans laid, and all will be well. Matters have gone so far now that
they can move without my help as far as the arrest goes, though my
presence is necessary for a conviction. It is obvious, therefore,
that I cannot do better than get away for the few days which remain
before the police are at liberty to act. It would be a great
pleasure to me, therefore, if you could come on to the Continent
with me."

"The practice is quiet," said I, "and I have an accommodating
neighbor. I should be glad to come."

"And to start to-morrow morning?"

"If necessary."

"Oh yes, it is most necessary. Then these are your instructions,
and I beg, my dear Watson, that you will obey them to the letter,
for you are now playing a double-handed game with me against the
cleverest rogue and the most powerful syndicate of criminals in
Europe. Now listen! You will dispatch whatever luggage you intend
to take by a trusty messenger unaddressed to Victoria to-night. In
the morning you will send for a hansom, desiring your man to take
neither the first nor the second which may present itself. Into
this hansom you will jump, and you will drive to the Strand end of
the Lowther Arcade, handing the address to the cabman upon a slip
of paper, with a request that he will not throw it away. Have your
fare ready, and the instant that your cab stops, dash through the
Arcade, timing yourself to reach the other side at a quarter-past
nine. You will find a small brougham waiting close to the curb,
driven by a fellow with a heavy black cloak tipped at the collar
with red. Into this you will step, and you will reach Victoria in
time for the Continental express."

"Where shall I meet you?"

"At the station. The second first-class carriage from the front
will be reserved for us."

"The carriage is our rendezvous, then?"

"Yes."

It was in vain that I asked Holmes to remain for the evening. It
was evident to me that he thought he might bring trouble to the
roof he was under, and that that was the motive which impelled him
to go. With a few hurried words as to our plans for the morrow he
rose and came out with me into the garden, clambering over the wall
which leads into Mortimer Street, and immediately whistling for a
hansom, in which I heard him drive away.

In the morning I obeyed Holmes's injunctions to the letter. A
hansom was procured with such precaution as would prevent its being
one which was placed ready for us, and I drove immediately after
breakfast to the Lowther Arcade, through which I hurried at the top
of my speed. A brougham was waiting with a very massive driver
wrapped in a dark cloak, who, the instant that I had stepped in,
whipped up the horse and rattled off to Victoria Station. On my
alighting there he turned the carriage, and dashed away again
without so much as a look in my direction.

So far all had gone admirably. My luggage was waiting for me,
and I had no difficulty in finding the carriage which Holmes had
indicated, the less so as it was the only one in the train which
was marked "Engaged." My only source of anxiety now was the
non-appearance of Holmes. The station clock marked only seven
minutes from the time when we were due to start. In vain I searched
among the groups of travellers and leave-takers for the lithe
figure of my friend. There was no sign of him. I spent a few
minutes in assisting a venerable Italian priest, who was
endeavoring to make a porter understand, in his broken English,
that his luggage was to be booked through to Paris. Then, having
taken another look round, I returned to my carriage, where I found
that the porter, in spite of the ticket, had given me my decrepit
Italian friend as a traveling companion. It was useless for me to
explain to him that his presence was an intrusion, for my Italian
was even more limited than his English, so I shrugged my shoulders
resignedly, and continued to look out anxiously for my friend. A
chill of fear had come over me, as I thought that his absence might
mean that some blow had fallen during the night. Already the doors
had all been shut and the whistle blown, when—

"My dear Watson," said a voice, "you have not even condescended
to say good-morning."

I turned in uncontrollable astonishment. The aged ecclesiastic
had turned his face towards me. For an instant the wrinkles were
smoothed away, the nose drew away from the chin, the lower lip
ceased to protrude and the mouth to mumble, the dull eyes regained
their fire, the drooping figure expanded. The next the whole frame
collapsed again, and Holmes had gone as quickly as he had come.

"Good heavens!" I cried; "how you startled me!"

"Every precaution is still necessary," he whispered. "I have
reason to think that they are hot upon our trail. Ah, there is
Moriarty himself."

The train had already begun to move as Holmes spoke. Glancing
back, I saw a tall man pushing his way furiously through the crowd,
and waving his hand as if he desired to have the train stopped. It
was too late, however, for we were rapidly gathering momentum, and
an instant later had shot clear of the station.

"With all our precautions, you see that we have cut it rather
fine," said Holmes, laughing. He rose, and throwing off the black
cassock and hat which had formed his disguise, he packed them away
in a hand-bag.

"Have you seen the morning paper, Watson?"

"No."

"You haven't' seen about Baker Street, then?"

"Baker Street?"

"They set fire to our rooms last night. No great harm was
done."

"Good heavens, Holmes! this is intolerable."

"They must have lost my track completely after their
bludgeon-man was arrested. Otherwise they could not have imagined
that I had returned to my rooms. They have evidently taken the
precaution of watching you, however, and that is what has brought
Moriarty to Victoria. You could not have made any slip in
coming?"

"I did exactly what you advised."

"Did you find your brougham?"

"Yes, it was waiting."

"Did you recognize your coachman?"

"No."

"It was my brother Mycroft. It is an advantage to get about in
such a case without taking a mercenary into your confidence. But we
must plan what we are to do about Moriarty now."

"As this is an express, and as the boat runs in connection with
it, I should think we have shaken him off very effectively."

"My dear Watson, you evidently did not realize my meaning when I
said that this man may be taken as being quite on the same
intellectual plane as myself. You do not imagine that if I were the
pursuer I should allow myself to be baffled by so slight an
obstacle. Why, then, should you think so meanly of him?"

"What will he do?"

"What I should do?"

"What would you do, then?"

"Engage a special."

"But it must be late."

"By no means. This train stops at Canterbury; and there is
always at least a quarter of an hour's delay at the boat. He will
catch us there."

"One would think that we were the criminals. Let us have him
arrested on his arrival."

"It would be to ruin the work of three months. We should get the
big fish, but the smaller would dart right and left out of the net.
On Monday we should have them all. No, an arrest is
inadmissible."

"What then?"

"We shall get out at Canterbury."

"And then?"

"Well, then we must make a cross-country journey to Newhaven,
and so over to Dieppe. Moriarty will again do what I should do. He
will get on to Paris, mark down our luggage, and wait for two days
at the depot. In the meantime we shall treat ourselves to a couple
of carpet-bags, encourage the manufactures of the countries through
which we travel, and make our way at our leisure into Switzerland,
via Luxembourg and Basle."

At Canterbury, therefore, we alighted, only to find that we
should have to wait an hour before we could get a train to
Newhaven.

I was still looking rather ruefully after the rapidly
disappearing luggage-van which contained my wardrobe, when Holmes
pulled my sleeve and pointed up the line.

"Already, you see," said he.

Far away, from among the Kentish woods there rose a thin spray
of smoke. A minute later a carriage and engine could be seen flying
along the open curve which leads to the station. We had hardly time
to take our place behind a pile of luggage when it passed with a
rattle and a roar, beating a blast of hot air into our faces.

"There he goes," said Holmes, as we watched the carriage swing
and rock over the points. "There are limits, you see, to our
friend's intelligence. It would have been a coup-de-maitre had he
deduced what I would deduce and acted accordingly."

"And what would he have done had he overtaken us?"

"There cannot be the least doubt that he would have made a
murderous attack upon me. It is, however, a game at which two may
play. The question now is whether we should take a premature lunch
here, or run our chance of starving before we reach the buffet at
Newhaven."

We made our way to Brussels that night and spent two days there,
moving on upon the third day as far as Strasburg. On the Monday
morning Holmes had telegraphed to the London police, and in the
evening we found a reply waiting for us at our hotel. Holmes tore
it open, and then with a bitter curse hurled it into the grate.

"I might have known it!" he groaned. "He has escaped!"

"Moriarty?"

"They have secured the whole gang with the exception of him. He
has given them the slip. Of course, when I had left the country
there was no one to cope with him. But I did think that I had put
the game in their hands. I think that you had better return to
England, Watson."

"Why?"

"Because you will find me a dangerous companion now. This man's
occupation is gone. He is lost if he returns to London. If I read
his character right he will devote his whole energies to revenging
himself upon me. He said as much in our short interview, and I
fancy that he meant it. I should certainly recommend you to return
to your practice."

It was hardly an appeal to be successful with one who was an old
campaigner as well as an old friend. We sat in the Strasburg
salle-à-manger arguing the question for half an hour, but the same
night we had resumed our journey and were well on our way to
Geneva.

For a charming week we wandered up the Valley of the Rhone, and
then, branching off at Leuk, we made our way over the Gemmi Pass,
still deep in snow, and so, by way of Interlaken, to Meiringen. It
was a lovely trip, the dainty green of the spring below, the virgin
white of the winter above; but it was clear to me that never for
one instant did Holmes forget the shadow which lay across him. In
the homely Alpine villages or in the lonely mountain passes, I
could tell by his quick glancing eyes and his sharp scrutiny of
every face that passed us, that he was well convinced that, walk
where we would, we could not walk ourselves clear of the danger
which was dogging our footsteps.

Once, I remember, as we passed over the Gemmi, and walked along
the border of the melancholy Daubensee, a large rock which had been
dislodged from the ridge upon our right clattered down and roared
into the lake behind us. In an instant Holmes had raced up on to
the ridge, and, standing upon a lofty pinnacle, craned his neck in
every direction. It was in vain that our guide assured him that a
fall of stones was a common chance in the spring-time at that spot.
He said nothing, but he smiled at me with the air of a man who sees
the fulfillment of that which he had expected.

And yet for all his watchfulness he was never depressed. On the
contrary, I can never recollect having seen him in such exuberant
spirits. Again and again he recurred to the fact that if he could
be assured that society was freed from Professor Moriarty he would
cheerfully bring his own career to a conclusion.

"I think that I may go so far as to say, Watson, that I have not
lived wholly in vain," he remarked. "If my record were closed
to-night I could still survey it with equanimity. The air of London
is the sweeter for my presence. In over a thousand cases I am not
aware that I have ever used my powers upon the wrong side. Of late
I have been tempted to look into the problems furnished by nature
rather than those more superficial ones for which our artificial
state of society is responsible. Your memoirs will draw to an end,
Watson, upon the day that I crown my career by the capture or
extinction of the most dangerous and capable criminal in
Europe."

I shall be brief, and yet exact, in the little which remains for
me to tell. It is not a subject on which I would willingly dwell,
and yet I am conscious that a duty devolves upon me to omit no
detail.

It was on the 3d of May that we reached the little village of
Meiringen, where we put up at the Englischer Hof, then kept by
Peter Steiler the elder. Our landlord was an intelligent man, and
spoke excellent English, having served for three years as waiter at
the Grosvenor Hotel in London. At his advice, on the afternoon of
the 4th we set off together, with the intention of crossing the
hills and spending the night at the hamlet of Rosenlaui. We had
strict injunctions, however, on no account to pass the falls of
Reichenbach, which are about half-way up the hill, without making a
small detour to see them.

It is indeed, a fearful place. The torrent, swollen by the
melting snow, plunges into a tremendous abyss, from which the spray
rolls up like the smoke from a burning house. The shaft into which
the river hurls itself is an immense chasm, lined by glistening
coal-black rock, and narrowing into a creaming, boiling pit of
incalculable depth, which brims over and shoots the stream onward
over its jagged lip. The long sweep of green water roaring forever
down, and the thick flickering curtain of spray hissing forever
upward, turn a man giddy with their constant whirl and clamor. We
stood near the edge peering down at the gleam of the breaking water
far below us against the black rocks, and listening to the
half-human shout which came booming up with the spray out of the
abyss.

The path has been cut half-way round the fall to afford a
complete view, but it ends abruptly, and the traveler has to return
as he came. We had turned to do so, when we saw a Swiss lad come
running along it with a letter in his hand. It bore the mark of the
hotel which we had just left, and was addressed to me by the
landlord. It appeared that within a very few minutes of our
leaving, an English lady had arrived who was in the last stage of
consumption. She had wintered at Davos Platz, and was journeying
now to join her friends at Lucerne, when a sudden hemorrhage had
overtaken her. It was thought that she could hardly live a few
hours, but it would be a great consolation to her to see an English
doctor, and, if I would only return, etc. The good Steiler assured
me in a postscript that he would himself look upon my compliance as
a very great favor, since the lady absolutely refused to see a
Swiss physician, and he could not but feel that he was incurring a
great responsibility.

The appeal was one which could not be ignored. It was impossible
to refuse the request of a fellow-countrywoman dying in a strange
land. Yet I had my scruples about leaving Holmes. It was finally
agreed, however, that he should retain the young Swiss messenger
with him as guide and companion while I returned to Meiringen. My
friend would stay some little time at the fall, he said, and would
then walk slowly over the hill to Rosenlaui, where I was to rejoin
him in the evening. As I turned away I saw Holmes, with his back
against a rock and his arms folded, gazing down at the rush of the
waters. It was the last that I was ever destined to see of him in
this world.

When I was near the bottom of the descent I looked back. It was
impossible, from that position, to see the fall, but I could see
the curving path which winds over the shoulder of the hill and
leads to it. Along this a man was, I remember, walking very
rapidly.

I could see his black figure clearly outlined against the green
behind him. I noted him, and the energy with which he walked but he
passed from my mind again as I hurried on upon my errand.

It may have been a little over an hour before I reached
Meiringen. Old Steiler was standing at the porch of his hotel.

"Well," said I, as I came hurrying up, "I trust that she is no
worse?"

A look of surprise passed over his face, and at the first quiver
of his eyebrows my heart turned to lead in my breast.

"You did not write this?" I said, pulling the letter from my
pocket. "There is no sick Englishwoman in the hotel?"

"Certainly not!" he cried. "But it has the hotel mark upon it!
Ha, it must have been written by that tall Englishman who came in
after you had gone. He said—"

But I waited for none of the landlord's explanations. In a
tingle of fear I was already running down the village street, and
making for the path which I had so lately descended. It had taken
me an hour to come down. For all my efforts two more had passed
before I found myself at the fall of Reichenbach once more. There
was Holmes's Alpine-stock still leaning against the rock by which I
had left him. But there was no sign of him, and it was in vain that
I shouted. My only answer was my own voice reverberating in a
rolling echo from the cliffs around me.

It was the sight of that Alpine-stock which turned me cold and
sick. He had not gone to Rosenlaui, then. He had remained on that
three-foot path, with sheer wall on one side and sheer drop on the
other, until his enemy had overtaken him. The young Swiss had gone
too. He had probably been in the pay of Moriarty, and had left the
two men together. And then what had happened? Who was to tell us
what had happened then?

I stood for a minute or two to collect myself, for I was dazed
with the horror of the thing. Then I began to think of Holmes's own
methods and to try to practise them in reading this tragedy. It
was, alas, only too easy to do. During our conversation we had not
gone to the end of the path, and the Alpine-stock marked the place
where we had stood. The blackish soil is kept forever soft by the
incessant drift of spray, and a bird would leave its tread upon it.
Two lines of footmarks were clearly marked along the farther end of
the path, both leading away from me. There were none returning. A
few yards from the end the soil was all ploughed up into a patch of
mud, and the branches and ferns which fringed the chasm were torn
and bedraggled. I lay upon my face and peered over with the spray
spouting up all around me. It had darkened since I left, and now I
could only see here and there the glistening of moisture upon the
black walls, and far away down at the end of the shaft the gleam of
the broken water. I shouted; but only the same half-human cry of
the fall was borne back to my ears.

But it was destined that I should after all have a last word of
greeting from my friend and comrade. I have said that his
Alpine-stock had been left leaning against a rock which jutted on
to the path. From the top of this bowlder the gleam of something
bright caught my eye, and, raising my hand, I found that it came
from the silver cigarette-case which he used to carry. As I took it
up a small square of paper upon which it had lain fluttered down on
to the ground. Unfolding it, I found that it consisted of three
pages torn from his note-book and addressed to me. It was
characteristic of the man that the direction was a precise, and the
writing as firm and clear, as though it had been written in his
study.

My dear Watson [it said], I write these few lines through the
courtesy of Mr. Moriarty, who awaits my convenience for the final
discussion of those questions which lie between us. He has been
giving me a sketch of the methods by which he avoided the English
police and kept himself informed of our movements. They certainly
confirm the very high opinion which I had formed of his abilities.
I am pleased to think that I shall be able to free society from any
further effects of his presence, though I fear that it is at a cost
which will give pain to my friends, and especially, my dear Watson,
to you. I have already explained to you, however, that my career
had in any case reached its crisis, and that no possible conclusion
to it could be more congenial to me than this. Indeed, if I may
make a full confession to you, I was quite convinced that the
letter from Meiringen was a hoax, and I allowed you to depart on
that errand under the persuasion that some development of this sort
would follow. Tell Inspector Patterson that the papers which he
needs to convict the gang are in pigeonhole M., done up in a blue
envelope and inscribed "Moriarty." I made every disposition of my
property before leaving England, and handed it to my brother
Mycroft. Pray give my greetings to Mrs. Watson, and believe me to
be, my dear fellow,

Very sincerely yours,

Sherlock Holmes

A few words may suffice to tell the little that remains. An
examination by experts leaves little doubt that a personal contest
between the two men ended, as it could hardly fail to end in such a
situation, in their reeling over, locked in each other's arms. Any
attempt at recovering the bodies was absolutely hopeless, and
there, deep down in that dreadful caldron of swirling water and
seething foam, will lie for all time the most dangerous criminal
and the foremost champion of the law of their generation. The Swiss
youth was never found again, and there can be no doubt that he was
one of the numerous agents whom Moriarty kept in this employ. As to
the gang, it will be within the memory of the public how completely
the evidence which Holmes had accumulated exposed their
organization, and how heavily the hand of the dead man weighed upon
them. Of their terrible chief few details came out during the
proceedings, and if I have now been compelled to make a clear
statement of his career it is due to those injudicious champions
who have endeavored to clear his memory by attacks upon him whom I
shall ever regard as the best and the wisest man whom I have ever
known.
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Prologue


Sir George Farquhar, Baronet, builder of railway-stations, and
institutes, and churches, author, antiquarian, and senior partner
of Farquhar and Farquhar, leant back in his office chair and turned
it sideways to give more point to his remarks. Before him stood an
understudy, whom he was sending to superintend the restoration work
at Cullerne Minster.

“Well, good-bye, Westray; keep your eyes open, and don’t forget
that you have an important job before you. The church is too big to
hide its light under a bushel, and this
Society-for-the-Conservation-of-National-Inheritances has made up
its mind to advertise itself at our expense. Ignoramuses who don’t
know an aumbry from an abacus, charlatans, amateur faddists,
they will abuse our work. Good, bad, or
indifferent, it’s all one to them; they are pledged to abuse
it.”

His voice rang with a fine professional contempt, but he sobered
himself and came back to business.

“The south transept roof and the choir vaulting will want
careful watching. There is some old trouble, too, in the central
tower; and I should like later on to underpin the main crossing
piers, but there is no money. For the moment I have said nothing
about the tower; it is no use raising doubts that one can’t set at
rest; and I don’t know how we are going to make ends meet, even
with the little that it is proposed to do now. If funds come in, we
must tackle the tower; but transept and choir-vaults are more
pressing, and there is no risk from the bells, because the cage is
so rotten that they haven’t been rung for years.

“You must do your best. It isn’t a very profitable stewardship,
so try to give as good an account of it as you can. We shan’t make
a penny out of it, but the church is too well known to play
fast-and-loose with. I have written to the parson—a foolish old
fellow, who is no more fit than a lady’s-maid to be trusted with
such a church as Cullerne—to say you are coming to-morrow, and will
put in an appearance at the church in the afternoon, in case he
wishes to see you. The man is an ass, but he is legal guardian of
the place, and has not done badly in collecting money for the
restoration; so we must bear with him.”










Chapter 1

 


Cullerne Wharf of the Ordnance maps, or plain Cullerne as known
to the countryside, lies two miles from the coast to-day; but it
was once much nearer, and figures in history as a seaport of
repute, having sent six ships to fight the Armada, and four to
withstand the Dutch a century later. But in fulness of time the
estuary of the Cull silted up, and a bar formed at the harbour
mouth; so that sea-borne commerce was driven to seek other havens.
Then the Cull narrowed its channel, and instead of spreading itself
out prodigally as heretofore on this side or on that, shrunk to the
limits of a well-ordered stream, and this none of the greatest. The
burghers, seeing that their livelihood in the port was gone,
reflected that they might yet save something by reclaiming the
salt-marshes, and built a stone dyke to keep the sea from getting
in, with a sluice in the midst of it to let the Cull out. Thus were
formed the low-lying meadows called Cullerne Flat, where the
Freemen have a right to pasture sheep, and where as good-tasting
mutton is bred as on any pré-salé on the other
side of the Channel. But the sea has not given up its rights
without a struggle, for with a south-east wind and spring-tide the
waves beat sometimes over the top of the dyke; and sometimes the
Cull forgets its good behaviour, and after heavy rainfalls inland
breaks all bonds, as in the days of yore. Then anyone looking out
from upper windows in Cullerne town would think the little place
had moved back once more to the seaboard; for the meadows are under
water, and the line of the dyke is scarcely broad enough to make a
division in the view, between the inland lake and the open sea
beyond.

The main line of the Great Southern Railway passes seven miles
to the north of this derelict port, and converse with the outer
world was kept up for many years by carriers’ carts, which
journeyed to and fro between the town and the wayside station of
Cullerne Road. But by-and-by deputations of the Corporation of
Cullerne, properly introduced by Sir Joseph Carew, the talented and
widely-respected member for that ancient borough, persuaded the
railway company that better communication was needed, and a
branch-line was made, on which the service was scarcely less
primitive than that of the carriers in the past.

The novelty of the railway had not altogether worn off at the
time when the restorations of the church were entrusted to Messrs
Farquhar and Farquhar; and the arrival of the trains was still
attended by Cullerne loungers as a daily ceremonial. But the
afternoon on which Westray came, was so very wet that there were no
spectators. He had taken a third-class ticket from London to
Cullerne Road to spare his pocket, and a first-class ticket from
the junction to Cullerne to support the dignity of his firm. But
this forethought was wasted, for, except certain broken-down
railway officials, who were drafted to Cullerne as to an asylum,
there were no witnesses of his advent.

He was glad to learn that the enterprise of the Blandamer Arms
led that family and commercial hotel to send an omnibus to meet all
trains, and he availed himself the more willingly of this
conveyance because he found that it would set him down at the very
door of the church itself. So he put himself and his modest luggage
inside—and there was ample room to do this, for he was the only
passenger—plunged his feet into the straw which covered the floor,
and endured for ten minutes such a shaking and rattling as only an
omnibus moving over cobble-stones can produce.

With the plans of Cullerne Minster Mr Westray was thoroughly
familiar, but the reality was as yet unknown to him; and when the
omnibus lumbered into the market-place, he could not suppress an
exclamation as he first caught sight of the great church of Saint
Sepulchre shutting in the whole south side of the square. The
drenching rain had cleared the streets of passengers, and save for
some peeping-Toms who looked over the low green blinds as the
omnibus passed, the place might indeed have been waiting for Lady
Godiva’s progress, all was so deserted.

The heavy sheets of rain in the air, the misty water-dust raised
by the drops as they struck the roofs, and the vapour steaming from
the earth, drew over everything a veil invisible yet visible, which
softened outlines like the gauze curtain in a theatre. Through it
loomed the Minster, larger and far more mysteriously impressive
than Westray had in any moods imagined. A moment later the omnibus
drew up before an iron gate, from which a flagged pathway led
through the churchyard to the north porch.

The conductor opened the carriage-door.

“This is the church, sir,” he said, somewhat superfluously. “If
you get out here, I will drive your bag to the hotel.”

Westray fixed his hat firmly on his head, turned up the collar
of his coat, and made a dash through the rain for the door. Deep
puddles had formed in the worn places of the gravestones that paved
the alley, and he splashed himself in his hurry before he reached
the shelter of the porch. He pulled aside the hanging leather
mattress that covered a wicket in the great door, and found himself
inside the church.

It was not yet four o’clock, but the day was so overcast that
dusk was already falling in the building. A little group of men who
had been talking in the choir turned round at the sound of the
opening door, and made towards the architect. The protagonist was a
clergyman past middle age, who wore a stock, and stepped forward to
greet the young architect.

“Sir George Farquhar’s assistant, I presume. One of Sir George
Farquhar’s assistants I should perhaps say, for no doubt Sir George
has more than one assistant in carrying out his many and varied
professional duties.”

Westray made a motion of assent, and the clergyman went on: “Let
me introduce myself as Canon Parkyn. You will no doubt have heard
of me from Sir George, with whom I, as rector of this church, have
had exceptional opportunities of associating. On one occasion,
indeed, Sir George spent the night under my own roof, and I must
say that I think any young man should be proud of studying under an
architect of such distinguished ability. I shall be able to explain
to you very briefly the main views which Sir George has conceived
with regard to the restoration; but in the meantime let me make you
known to my worthy parishioners—and friends,” he added in a tone
which implied some doubt as to whether condescension was not being
stretched too far, in qualifying as friends persons so manifestly
inferior.

“This is Mr Sharnall, the organist, who under my direction
presides over the musical portion of our services; and this is Dr
Ennefer, our excellent local practitioner; and this is Mr Joliffe,
who, though engaged in trade, finds time as churchwarden to assist
me in the supervision of the sacred edifice.”

The doctor and the organist gave effect to the presentation by a
nod, and something like a shrug of the shoulders, which deprecated
the Rector’s conceited pomposity, and implied that if such an
exceedingly unlikely contingency as their making friends with Mr
Westray should ever happen, it would certainly not be due to any
introduction of Canon Parkyn. Mr Joliffe, on the other hand, seemed
fully to recognise the dignity to which he was called by being
numbered among the Rector’s friends, and with a gracious bow, and a
polite “Your servant, sir,” made it plain that he understood how to
condescend in his turn, and was prepared to extend his full
protection to a young and struggling architect.

Beside these leading actors, there were present the clerk, and a
handful of walking-gentlemen in the shape of idlers who had
strolled in from the street, and who were glad enough to find
shelter from the rain, and an afternoon’s entertainment
gratuitously provided.

“I thought you would like to meet me here,” said the Rector, “so
that I might point out to you at once the more salient features of
the building. Sir George Farquhar, on the occasion of his last
visit, was pleased to compliment me on the lucidity of the
explanations which I ventured to offer.”

There seemed to be no immediate way of escape, so Westray
resigned himself to the inevitable, and the little group moved up
the nave, enveloped in an atmosphere of its own, of which wet
overcoats and umbrellas were resolvable constituents. The air in
the church was raw and cold, and a smell of sodden matting drew
Westray’s attention to the fact that the roofs were not
water-tight, and that there were pools of rain-water on the floor
in many places.

“The nave is the oldest part,” said the cicerone, “built about
1135 by Walter Le Bec.”

“I am very much afraid our friend is too young and inexperienced
for the work here. What do you think?” he put in
as a rapid aside to the doctor.

“Oh, I dare say if you take him in hand and coach him a little
he will do all right,” replied the doctor, raising his eyebrows for
the organist’s delectation.

“Yes, this is all Le Bec’s work,” the Rector went on, turning
back to Westray. “So sublime the simplicity of the Norman style, is
it not? The nave arcades will repay your close attention; and look
at these wonderful arches in the crossing. Norman, of course, but
how light; and yet strong as a rock to bear the enormous weight of
the tower which later builders reared on them. Wonderful,
wonderful!”

Westray recalled his Chief’s doubts about the tower, and looking
up into the lantern saw on the north side a seam of old brick
filling; and on the south a thin jagged fissure, that ran down from
the sill of the lantern-window like the impress of a
lightning-flash. There came into his head an old architectural saw,
“The arch never sleeps”; and as he looked up at the four wide and
finely-drawn semicircles they seemed to say:

“The arch never sleeps, never sleeps. They have bound on us a
burden too heavy to be borne. We are shifting it. The arch never
sleeps.”

“Wonderful, wonderful!” the Rector still murmured. “Daring
fellows, these Norman builders.”

“Yes, yes,” Westray was constrained to say; “but they never
reckoned that the present tower would be piled upon their
arches.”

“What, you think them a little shaky?” put in
the organist. “Well, I have fancied so, many a time, myself.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I dare say they will last our time,” Westray
answered in a nonchalant and reassuring tone; for he remembered
that, as regards the tower, he had been specially cautioned to let
sleeping dogs lie, but he thought of the Ossa heaped on Pelion
above their heads, and conceived a mistrust of the wide
crossing-arches which he never was able entirely to shake off.

“No, no, my young friend,” said the Rector with a smile of
forbearance for so mistaken an idea, “do not alarm yourself about
these arches. ‘Mr Rector,’ said Sir George to me the very first
time we were here together, ‘you have been at Cullerne forty years;
have you ever observed any signs of movement in the tower?’ ‘Sir
George,’ I said, ‘will you wait for your fees until my tower
tumbles down?’ Ha, ha, ha! He saw the joke, and we never heard
anything more about the tower. Sir George has, no doubt, given you
all proper instructions; but as I had the privilege of personally
showing him the church, you must forgive me if I ask you to step
into the south transept for a moment, while I point out to you what
Sir George considered the most pressing matter.”

They moved into the transept, but the doctor managed to
buttonhole Westray for a moment en route.

“You will be bored to death,” he said, “with this man’s
ignorance and conceit. Don’t pay the least attention to him, but
there is one thing I want to take the first
opportunity of pressing on you. Whatever is done or not done,
however limited the funds may be, let us at least have a sanitary
floor. You must have all these stones up, and put a foot or two of
concrete under them. Can anything be more monstrous than that the
dead should be allowed to poison the living? There must be hundreds
of burials close under the floor, and look at the pools of water
standing about. Can anything, I say, be more insanitary?”

They were in the south transept, and the Rector had duly pointed
out the dilapidations of the roof, which, in truth, wanted but
little showing.

“Some call this the Blandamer aisle,” he said, “from a noble
family of that name who have for many years been buried here.”

“Their vaults are, no doubt, in a most insanitary
condition,” interpolated the doctor.

“These Blandamers ought to restore the whole place,” the
organist said bitterly. “They would, if they had any sense of
decency. They are as rich as Croesus, and would miss pounds less
than most people would miss pennies. Not that I believe in any of
this sanitary talk—things have gone on well enough as they are; and
if you go digging up the floors you will only dig up pestilences.
Keep the fabric together, make the roofs water-tight, and spend a
hundred or two on the organ. That is all we want, and these
Blandamers would do it, if they weren’t curmudgeons and
skinflints.”

“You will forgive me, Mr Sharnall,” said the Rector, “if I
remark that an hereditary peerage is so important an institution,
that we should be very careful how we criticise any members of it.
At the same time,” he went on, turning apologetically to Westray,
“there is perhaps a modicum of reason in our friend’s remarks. I
had hoped that Lord Blandamer would have contributed handsomely to
the restoration fund, but he has not hitherto done so, though I
dare say that his continued absence abroad accounts for some delay.
He only succeeded his grandfather last year, and the late lord
never showed much interest in this place, and was indeed in many
ways a very strange character. But it’s no use raking up these
stories; the old man is gone, and we must hope for better things
from the young one.”

“I don’t know why you call him young,” said the doctor. “He’s
young, maybe, compared to his grandfather, who died at eighty-five;
but he must be forty, if he’s a day.”

“Oh, impossible; and yet I don’t know. It was in my first year
at Cullerne that his father and mother were drowned. You remember
that, Mr Sharnall—when the Corisande upset in
Pallion Bay?”

“Ay, I mind that well enough,” struck in the clerk; “and I mind
their being married, becos’ we wor ringing of the bells, when old
Mason Parmiter run into the church, and says: ‘Do’ant-’ee,
boys—do’ant-’ee ring ’em any more. These yere old tower’ll never
stand it. I see him rock,’ he says, ‘and the dust a-running out of
the cracks like rain.’ So out we come, and glad enough to stop it,
too, because there wos a feast down in the meadows by the London
Road, and drinks and dancing, and we wanted to be there. That were
two-and-forty years ago come Lady Day, and there was some shook
their heads, and said we never ought to have stopped the ring, for
a broken peal broke life or happiness. But what was we to do?”

“Did they strengthen the tower afterwards?” Westray asked. “Do
you find any excessive motion when the peal is rung now?”

“Lor’ bless you, sir; them bells was never rung for thirty years
afore that, and wouldn’t a been rung then, only Tom Leech, he says:
‘The ropes is there, boys; let’s have a ring out of these yere
tower. He ain’t been rung for thirty year. None on us don’t
recollect the last time he was rung, and if ’er
were weak then, ’ers had plenty of time to get strong again, and
there’ll be half a crown a man for ringing of a peal.’ So up we got
to it, till old Parmiter come in to stop us. And you take my word
for it, they never have been rung since. There’s only that rope
there”—and he pointed to a bell-rope that came down from the
lantern far above, and was fastened back against the wall—“wot we
tolls the bell with for service, and that ain’t the big bell
neither.”

“Did Sir George Farquhar know all this?” Westray asked the
Rector.

“No, sir; Sir George did not know it,” said the Rector, with
some tartness in his voice, “because it was not material that he
should know it; and Sir George’s time, when he was here, was taken
up with more pressing matters. I never heard this old wife’s tale
myself till the present moment, and although it is true that we do
not ring the bells, this is on account of the supposed weakness of
the cage in which they swing, and has nothing whatever to do with
the tower itself. You may take my word for that. ‘Sir George,’ I
said, when Sir George asked me—‘Sir George, I have been here forty
years, and if you will agree not to ask for your fees till my tower
tumbles down, why, I shall be very glad.’ Ha, ha, ha! how Sir
George enjoyed that joke! Ha, ha, ha!”

Westray turned away with a firm resolve to report to
headquarters the story of the interrupted peal, and to make an
early examination of the tower on his own behalf.

The clerk was nettled that the Rector should treat his story
with such scant respect, but he saw that the others were listening
with interest, and he went on:

“Well, ’taint for I to say the old tower’s a-going to fall, and
I hope Sir Jarge won’t ever live to larf the wrong side o’ his
mouth; but stopping of a ring never brought luck with it yet, and
it brought no luck to my lord. First he lost his dear son and his
son’s wife in Cullerne Bay, and I remember as if ’twas yesterday
how we grappled for ’em all night, and found their bodies lying
close together on the sand in three fathoms, when the tide set
inshore in the morning. And then he fell out wi’ my lady, and she
never spoke to him again—no, not to the day of her death. They
lived at Fording—that’s the great hall over there,” he said to
Westray, jerking his thumb towards the east—“for twenty years in
separate wings, like you mi’d say each in a house to themselves.
And then he fell out wi’ Mr Fynes, his grandson, and turned him out
of house and lands, though he couldn’t leave them anywhere else
when he died. ’Tis Mr Fynes as is the young lord now, and half his
life he’s bin a wandrer in foreign parts, and isn’t come home yet.
Maybe he never will come back. It’s like enough he’s got killed out
there, or he’d be tied to answer parson’s letters. Wouldn’t he, Mr
Sharnall?” he said, turning abruptly to the organist with a wink,
which was meant to retaliate for the slight that the Rector had put
on his stories.

“Come, come; we’ve had enough of these tales,” said the Rector.
“Your listeners are getting tired.”

“The man’s in love with his own voice,” he added in a lower
tone, as he took Westray by the arm; “when he’s once set off
there’s no stopping him. There are still a good many points which
Sir George and I discussed, and on which I shall hope to give you
our conclusions; but we shall have to finish our inspection
to-morrow, for this talkative fellow has sadly interrupted us. It
is a great pity the light is failing so fast just now; there is
some good painted glass in this end window of the transept.”

Westray looked up and saw the great window at the end of the
transept shimmering with a dull lustre; light only in comparison
with the shadows that were falling inside the church. It was an
insertion of Perpendicular date, reaching from wall to wall, and
almost from floor to roof. Its vast breadth, parcelled out into
eleven lights, and the infinite division of the stonework in the
head, impressed the imagination; while mullions and tracery stood
out in such inky contrast against the daylight yet lingering
outside, that the architect read the scheme of subarcuation and the
tracery as easily as if he had been studying a plan. Sundown had
brought no gleam to lift the pall of the dying day, but the
monotonous grey of the sky was still sufficiently light to enable a
practised eye to make out that the head of the window was filled
with a broken medley of ancient glass, where translucent blues and
yellows and reds mingled like the harmony of an old patchwork
quilt. Of the lower divisions of the window, those at the sides had
no colour to clothe their nakedness, and remained in ghostly
whiteness; but the three middle lights were filled with strong
browns and purples of the seventeenth century. Here and there in
the rich colour were introduced medallions, representing apparently
scriptural scenes, and at the top of each light, under the cusping,
was a coat of arms. The head of the middle division formed the
centre of the whole scheme, and seemed to represent a shield of
silver-white crossed by waving sea-green bars. Westray’s attention
was attracted by the unusual colouring, and by the transparency of
the glass, which shone as with some innate radiance where all was
dim. He turned almost unconsciously to ask whose arms were thus
represented, but the Rector had left him for a minute, and he heard
an irritating “Ha, ha, ha!” at some distance down the nave, that
convinced him that the story of Sir George Farquhar and the
postponed fees was being retold in the dusk to a new victim.

Someone, however, had evidently read the architect’s thoughts,
for a sharp voice said:

“That is the coat of the Blandamers—barry nebuly of six, argent
and vert.” It was the organist who stood near him in the deepening
shadows. “I forgot that such jargon probably conveys no meaning to
you, and, indeed, I know no heraldry myself excepting only this one
coat of arms, and sometimes wish,” he said with a sigh, “that I
knew nothing of that either. There have been queer tales told of
that shield, and maybe there are queerer yet to be told. It has
been stamped for good or evil on this church, and on this town, for
centuries, and every tavern loafer will talk to you about the
‘nebuly coat’ as if it was a thing he wore. You will be familiar
enough with it before you have been a week at Cullerne.”

There was in the voice something of melancholy, and an
earnestness that the occasion scarcely warranted. It produced a
curious effect on Westray, and led him to look closely at the
organist; but it was too dark to read any emotion in his
companion’s face, and at this moment the Rector rejoined them.

“Eh, what? Ah, yes; the nebuly coat. Nebuly, you know, from the
Latin nebulum, nebulus I should say, a cloud,
referring to the wavy outline of the bars, which are supposed to
represent cumulus clouds. Well, well, it is too dark to pursue our
studies further this evening, but to-morrow I can accompany you the
whole day, and shall be able to tell you much that will interest
you.”

Westray was not sorry that the darkness had put a stop to
further investigations. The air in the church grew every moment
more clammy and chill, and he was tired, hungry, and very cold. He
was anxious, if possible, to find lodgings at once, and so avoid
the expense of an hotel, for his salary was modest, and Farquhar
and Farquhar were not more liberal than other firms in the
travelling allowances which they granted their subordinates.

He asked if anyone could tell him of suitable rooms.

“I am sorry,” the Rector said, “not to be able to offer you the
hospitality of my own house, but the indisposition of my wife
unfortunately makes that impossible. I have naturally but a very
slight acquaintance with lodging-houses or lodging-house keepers;
but Mr Sharnall, I dare say, may be able to give you some advice.
Perhaps there may be a spare room in the house where Mr Sharnall
lodges. I think your landlady is a relation of our worthy friend
Joliffe, is she not, Mr Sharnall? And no doubt herself a most
worthy woman.”

“Pardon, Mr Rector,” said the churchwarden, in as offended a
tone as he dared to employ in addressing so superior a
dignitary—“pardon, no relation at all, I assure you. A namesake,
or, at the nearest, a very distant connection of whom—I speak with
all Christian forbearance—my branch of the family have no cause to
be proud.”

The organist had scowled when the Rector was proposing Westray
as a fellow-lodger, but Joliffe’s disclaimer of the landlady seemed
to pique him.

“If no branch of your family brings you more discredit than my
landlady, you may hold your head high enough. And if all the pork
you sell is as good as her lodgings, your business will thrive.
Come along,” he said, taking Westray by the arm; “I have no wife to
be indisposed, so I can offer you the hospitality of my house; and
we will stop at Mr Joliffe’s shop on our way, and buy a pound of
sausages for tea.”










Chapter 2

 


There was a rush of outer air into the building as they opened
the door. The rain still fell heavily, but the wind was rising, and
had in it a clean salt smell, that contrasted with the close and
mouldering atmosphere of the church.

The organist drew a deep breath.

“Ah,” he said, “what a blessed thing to be in the open air
again—to be quit of all their niggling and naggling, to be quit of
that pompous old fool the Rector, and of that hypocrite Joliffe,
and of that pedant of a doctor! Why does he want to waste money on
cementing the vaults? It’s only digging up pestilences; and they
won’t spend a farthing on the organ. Not a penny on
the Father Smith, clear and sweet-voiced as a
mountain brook. Oh,” he cried, “it’s too bad! The naturals are worn
down to the quick, you can see the wood in the gutters of the keys,
and the pedal-board’s too short and all to pieces. Ah well! the
organ’s like me—old, neglected, worn-out. I wish I was dead.” He
had been talking half to himself, but he turned to Westray and
said: “Forgive me for being peevish; you’ll be peevish, too, when
you come to my age—at least, if you’re as poor then as I am, and as
lonely, and have nothing to look forward to. Come along.”

They stepped out into the dark—for night had fallen—and plashed
along the flagged path which glimmered like a white streamlet
between the dark turves.

“I will take you a short-cut, if you don’t mind some
badly-lighted lanes,” said the organist, as they left the
churchyard; “it’s quicker, and we shall get more shelter.” He
turned sharply to the left, and plunged into an alley so narrow and
dark that Westray could not keep up with him, and fumbled anxiously
in the obscurity. The little man reached up, and took him by the
arm. “Let me pilot you,” he said; “I know the way. You can walk
straight on; there are no steps.”

There was no sign of life, nor any light in the houses, but it
was not till they reached a corner where an isolated lamp cast a
wan and uncertain light that Westray saw that there was no glass in
the windows, and that the houses were deserted.

“It’s the old part of the town,” said the organist; “there isn’t
one house in ten with anyone in it now. All we fashionables have
moved further up. Airs from the river are damp, you know, and
wharves so very vulgar.”

They left the narrow street, and came on to what Westray made
out to be a long wharf skirting the river. On the right stood
abandoned warehouses, square-fronted, and huddled together like a
row of gigantic packing-cases; on the left they could hear the
gurgle of the current among the mooring-posts, and the flapping of
the water against the quay wall, where the east wind drove the
wavelets up the river. The lines of what had once been a
horse-tramway still ran along the quay, and the pair had some ado
to thread their way without tripping, till a low building on the
right broke the line of lofty warehouses. It seemed to be a church
or chapel, having mullioned windows with stone tracery, and a
bell-turret at the west end; but its most marked feature was a row
of heavy buttresses which shored up the side facing the road. They
were built of brick, and formed triangles with the ground and the
wall which they supported. The shadows hung heavy under the
building, but where all else was black the recesses between the
buttresses were blackest. Westray felt his companion’s hand tighten
on his arm.

“You will think me as great a coward as I am,” said the
organist, “if I tell you that I never come this way after dark, and
should not have come here to-night if I had not had you with me. I
was always frightened as a boy at the very darkness in the spaces
between the buttresses, and I have never got over it. I used to
think that devils and hobgoblins lurked in those cavernous depths,
and now I fancy evil men may be hiding in the blackness, all ready
to spring out and strangle one. It is a lonely place, this old
wharf, and after nightfall—” He broke off, and clutched Westray’s
arm. “Look,” he said; “do you see nothing in the last recess?”

His abruptness made Westray shiver involuntarily, and for a
moment the architect fancied that he discerned the figure of a man
standing in the shadow of the end buttress. But, as he took a few
steps nearer, he saw that he had been deceived by a shadow, and
that the space was empty.

“Your nerves are sadly overstrung,” he said to the organist.
“There is no one there; it is only some trick of light and shade.
What is the building?”

“It was once a chantry of the Grey Friars,” Mr Sharnall
answered, “and afterwards was used for excise purposes when
Cullerne was a real port. It is still called the Bonding-House, but
it has been shut up as long as I remember it. Do you believe in
certain things or places being bound up with certain men’s
destinies? because I have a presentiment that this broken-down old
chapel will be connected somehow or other with a crisis of my
life.”

Westray remembered the organist’s manner in the church, and
began to suspect that his mind was turned. The other read his
thoughts, and said rather reproachfully:

“Oh no, I am not mad—only weak and foolish and very
cowardly.”

They had reached the end of the wharf, and were evidently
returning to civilisation, for a sound of music reached them. It
came from a little beer-house, and as they passed they heard a
woman singing inside. It was a rich contralto, and the organist
stopped for a moment to listen.

“She has a fine voice,” he said, “and would sing well if she had
been taught. I wonder how she comes here.”

The blind was pulled down, but did not quite reach the bottom of
the window, and they looked in. The rain blurred the pains on the
outside, and the moisture had condensed within, so that it was not
easy to see clearly; but they made out that a Creole woman was
singing to a group of topers who sat by the fire in a corner of the
room. She was middle-aged, but sang sweetly, and was accompanied on
the harp by an old man:


“Oh, take me back to those I love!

    Or bring them here to me!

I have no heart to rove, to rove

    Across the rolling sea.”



“Poor thing!” said the organist; “she has fallen on bad days to
have so scurvy a company to sing to. Let us move on.”

They turned to the right, and came in a few minutes to the
highroad. Facing them stood a house which had once been of some
pretensions, for it had a porch carried on pillars, under which a
semicircular flight of steps led up to the double door. A
street-lamp which stood before it had been washed so clean in the
rain that the light was shed with unusual brilliance, and showed
even at night that the house was fallen from its high estate. It
was not ruinous, but Ichabod was written on the
paintless window-frames and on the rough-cast front, from which the
plaster had fallen away in more than one place. The pillars of the
porch had been painted to imitate marble, but they were marked with
scabrous patches, where the brick core showed through the broken
stucco.

The organist opened the door, and they found themselves in a
stone-floored hall, out of which dingy doors opened on both sides.
A broad stone staircase, with shallow steps and iron balustrades,
led from the hall to the next story, and there was a little pathway
of worn matting that threaded its way across the flags, and finally
ascended the stairs.

“Here is my town house,” said Mr Sharnall. “It used to be a
coaching inn called The Hand of God, but you must never breathe a
word of that, because it is now a private mansion, and Miss Joliffe
has christened it Bellevue Lodge.”

A door opened while he was speaking, and a girl stepped into the
hall. She was about nineteen, and had a tall and graceful figure.
Her warm brown hair was parted in the middle, and its profusion was
gathered loosely up behind in the half-formal, half-natural style
of a preceding generation. Her face had lost neither the rounded
outline nor the delicate bloom of girlhood, but there was something
in it that negatived any impression of inexperience, and suggested
that her life had not been free from trouble. She wore a
close-fitting dress of black, and had a string of pale corals round
her neck.

“Good-evening, Mr Sharnall,” she said. “I hope you are not very
wet”—and gave a quick glance of inquiry at Westray.

The organist did not appear pleased at seeing her. He grunted
testily, and, saying “Where is your aunt? Tell her I want to speak
to her,” led Westray into one of the rooms opening out of the
hall.

It was a large room, with an upright piano in one corner, and a
great litter of books and manuscript music. A table in the middle
was set for tea; a bright fire was burning in the grate, and on
either side of it stood a rush-bottomed armchair.

“Sit down,” he said to Westray; “this is my reception-room, and
we will see in a minute what Miss Joliffe can do
for you.” He glanced at his companion, and added,
“That was her niece we met in the passage,” in so unconcerned a
tone as to produce an effect opposite to that intended, and to lead
Westray to wonder whether there was any reason for his wishing to
keep the girl in the background.

In a few moments the landlady appeared. She was a woman of
sixty, tall and spare, with a sweet and even distinguished face.
She, too, was dressed in black, well-worn and shabby, but her
appearance suggested that her thinness might be attributed to
privation or self-denial, rather than to natural habit.

Preliminaries were easily arranged; indeed, the only point of
discussion was raised by Westray, who was disturbed by scruples
lest the terms which Miss Joliffe offered were too low to be fair
to herself. He said so openly, and suggested a slight increase,
which, after some demur, was gratefully accepted.

“You are too poor to have so fine a conscience,” said the
organist snappishly. “If you are so scrupulous now, you will be
quite unbearable when you get rich with battening and fattening on
this restoration.” But he was evidently pleased with Westray’s
consideration for Miss Joliffe, and added with more cordiality:
“You had better come down and share my meal; your rooms will be
like an ice-house such a night as this. Don’t be long, or the
turtle will be cold, and the ortolans baked to a cinder. I will
excuse evening dress, unless you happen to have your court suit
with you.”

Westray accepted the invitation with some willingness, and an
hour later he and the organist were sitting in the rush-bottomed
armchairs at either side of the fireplace. Miss Joliffe had herself
cleared the table, and brought two tumblers, wine-glasses, sugar,
and a jug of water, as if they were natural properties of the
organist’s sitting-room.

“I did Churchwarden Joliffe an injustice,” said Mr Sharnall,
with the reflective mood that succeeds a hearty meal; “his sausages
are good. Put on some more coal, Mr Westray; it is a sinful luxury,
a fire in September, and coal at twenty-five shillings a ton; but
we must have some festivity to inaugurate the
restoration and your advent. Fill a pipe yourself, and then pass me
the tobacco.”

“Thank you, I do not smoke,” Westray said; and, indeed, he did
not look like a smoker. He had something of the thin, unsympathetic
traits of the professional water-drinker in his face, and spoke as
if he regarded smoking as a crime for himself, and an offence for
those of less lofty principles than his own.

The organist lighted his pipe, and went on:

“This is an airy house—sanitary enough to suit our friend the
doctor; every window carefully ventilated on the crack-and-crevice
principle. It was an old inn once, when there were more people
hereabouts; and if the rain beats on the front, you can still read
the name through the colouring—the Hand of God. There used to be a
market held outside, and a century or more ago an apple-woman sold
some pippins to a customer just before this very door. He said he
had paid for them, and she said he had not; they came to wrangling,
and she called Heaven to justify her. ‘God strike me dead if I have
ever touched your money!’ She was taken at her word, and fell dead
on the cobbles. They found clenched in her hand the two coppers for
which she had lost her soul, and it was recognised at once that
nothing less than an inn could properly commemorate such an
exhibition of Divine justice. So the Hand of God was built, and
flourished while Cullerne flourished, and fell when Cullerne fell.
It stood empty ever since I can remember it, till Miss Joliffe took
it fifteen years ago. She elevated it into Bellevue Lodge, a select
boarding-house, and spent what little money that niggardly landlord
old Blandamer would give for repairs, in painting out the Hand of
God on the front. It was to be a house of resort for Americans who
came to Cullerne. They say in our guide-book that Americans come to
see Cullerne Church because some of the Pilgrim Fathers’ fathers
are buried in it; but I’ve never seen any Americans about. They
never come to me; I have been here boy and man for sixty years, and
never knew an American do a pennyworth of good to Cullerne Church;
and they never did a pennyworth of good for Miss Joliffe, for none
of them ever came to Bellevue Lodge, and the select boarding-house
is so select that you and I are the only boarders.” He paused for a
minute and went on: “Americans—no, I don’t think much of Americans;
they’re too hard for me—spend a lot of money on their own pleasure,
and sometimes cut a dash with a big donation, where they think it
will be properly trumpeted. But they haven’t got warm hearts. I
don’t care for Americans. Still, if you know any about, you can say
I am quite venal; and if any one of them restores my organ, I am
prepared to admire the whole lot. Only they must give a little
water-engine for blowing it into the bargain. Shutter, the organist
of Carisbury Cathedral, has just had a water-engine put in, and,
now we’ve got our own new waterworks at Cullerne, we could manage
it very well here too.”

The subject did not interest Westray, and he flung back:

“Is Miss Joliffe very badly off?” he asked; “she looks like one
of those people who have seen better days.”

“She is worse than badly off—I believe she is half starved. I
don’t know how she lives at all. I wish I could help her, but I
haven’t a copper myself to jingle on a tombstone, and she is too
proud to take it if I had.”

He went to a cupboard in a recess at the back of the room, and
took out a squat black bottle.

“Poverty’s a chilly theme,” he said; “let’s take something to
warm us before we go on with the variations.”

He pushed the bottle towards his friend, but, though Westray
felt inclined to give way, the principles of severe moderation
which he had recently adopted restrained him, and he courteously
waved away the temptation.

“You’re hopeless,” said the organist. “What are we to do for
you, who neither smoke nor drink, and yet want to talk about
poverty? This is some eau-de-vie old Martelet
the solicitor gave me for playing the Wedding March at his
daughter’s marriage. ‘The Wedding March was magnificently rendered
by the organist, Mr John Sharnall,’ you know, as if it was the
Fourth Organ-Sonata. I misdoubt this ever having paid duty; he’s
not the man to give away six bottles of anything he’d paid the
excise upon.”

He poured out a portion of spirit far larger than Westray had
expected, and then, becoming intuitively aware of his companion’s
surprise, said rather sharply: “If you despise good stuff, I must
do duty for us both. Up to the top of the church windows is a good
maxim.” And he poured in yet more, till the spirit rose to the top
of the cuts, which ran higher than half-way up the sides of the
tumbler. There was silence for a few minutes, while the organist
puffed testily at his pipe; but a copious draught from the tumbler
melted his chagrin, and he spoke again:

“I’ve had a precious hard life, but Miss Joliffe’s had a harder;
and I’ve got myself to thank for my bad luck, while hers is due to
other people. First, her father died. He had a farm at Wydcombe,
and people thought he was well off; but when they came to reckon
up, he only left just enough to go round among his creditors; so
Miss Euphemia gave up the house, and came into Cullerne. She took
this rambling great place because it was cheap at twenty pounds a
year, and lived, or half lived, from hand to mouth, giving her
niece (the girl you saw) all the grains, and keeping the husks for
herself. Then a year ago turned up her brother Martin, penniless
and broken, with paralysis upon him. He was a harum-scarum
ne’er-do-well. Don’t stare at me with that Saul-among-the-prophets
look; he never drank; he would have been a
better man if he had.” And the organist made a further call on the
squat bottle. “He would have given her less bother if he had drunk,
but he was always getting into debt and trouble, and then used to
come back to his sister, as to a refuge, because he knew she loved
him. He was clever enough—brilliant they call it now—but unstable
as water, with no lasting power. I don’t believe he meant to sponge
on his sister; I don’t think he knew he did sponge, only he
sponged. He would go off on his travels, no one knew where, though
they knew well what he was seeking. Sometimes he was away two
months, and sometimes he was away two years; and then, when Miss
Joliffe had kept Anastasia—I mean her niece—all the time, and
perhaps got a summer lodger, and seemed to be turning the corner,
back would come Martin again to beg money for debts, and eat them
out of house and home. I’ve seen that many a time, and many a time
my heart has ached for them; but what could I do to help? I haven’t
a farthing. Last he came back a year ago, with death written on his
face. I was glad enough to read it there, and think he was come for
the last time to worry them; but it was paralysis, and he a strong
man, so that it took that fool Ennefer a long time to kill him. He
only died two months ago; here’s better luck to him where he’s
gone.”

The organist drank as deeply as the occasion warranted.

“Don’t look so glum, man,” he said; “I’m not always as bad as
this, because I haven’t always the means. Old Martelet doesn’t give
me brandy every day.”

Westray smoothed away the deprecating expression with which he
had felt constrained to discountenance such excesses, and set Mr
Sharnall’s tongue going again with a question:

“What did you say Joliffe used to go away for?”

“Oh, it’s a long story; it’s the nebuly coat again. I spoke of
it in the church—the silver and sea-green that turned his head. He
would have it he wasn’t a Joliffe at all, but a Blandamer, and
rightful heir to Fording. As a boy, he went to Cullerne Grammar
School, and did well, and got a scholarship at Oxford. He did still
better there, and just when he seemed starting strong in the race
of life, this nebuly coat craze seized him and crept over his mind,
like the paralysis that crept over his body later on.”

“I don’t quite follow you,” Westray said. “Why did he think he
was a Blandamer? Did he not know who his father was?”

“He was brought up as a son of old Michael Joliffe, a yeoman who
died fifteen years ago. But Michael married a woman who called
herself a widow, and brought a three-year-old son ready-made to his
wedding; and that son was Martin. Old Michael made the boy his own,
was proud of his cleverness, would have him go to college, and left
him all he had. There was no talk of Martin being anything but a
Joliffe till Oxford puffed him up, and then he got this crank, and
spent the rest of his life trying to find out who his father was.
It was a forty-years’ wandering in the wilderness; he found this
clue and that, and thought at last he had climbed Pisgah and could
see the promised land. But he had to be content with the sight, or
mirage I suppose it was, and died before he tasted the milk and
honey.”

“What was his connection with the nebuly coat? What made him
think he was a Blandamer?”

“Oh, I can’t go into that now,” the organist said; “I have told
you too much, perhaps, already. You won’t let Miss Joliffe guess I
have said anything, will you? She is Michael Joliffe’s own
child—his only child—but she loved her half-brother dearly, and
doesn’t like his cranks being talked about. Of course, the Cullerne
wags had many a tale to tell of him, and when he came back, greyer
each time and wilder-looking, from his wanderings, they called him
‘Old Nebuly,’ and the boys would make their bow in the streets, and
say ‘Good-morning, Lord Blandamer.’ You’ll hear stories enough
about him, and it was a bitter thing for his poor sister to bear,
to see her brother a butt and laughing-stock, all the time that he
was frittering away her savings. But it’s all over now, and
Martin’s gone where they don’t wear nebuly coats.”

“There was nothing in his fancies, I suppose?” Westray
asked.

“You must put that to wiser folk than me,” said the organist
lightly; “ask the Rector, or the doctor, or some really clever
man.”

He had fallen back into his sneering tone, but there was
something in his words that recalled a previous doubt, and led
Westray to wonder whether Mr Sharnall had not lived so long with
the Joliffes as to have become himself infected with Martin’s
delusions.

His companion was pouring out more brandy, and the architect
wished him good-night.

Mr Westray’s apartment was on the floor above, and he went at
once to his bedroom; for he was very tired with his journey, and
with standing so long in the church during the afternoon. He was
pleased to find that his portmanteau had been unpacked, and that
his clothes were carefully arranged in the drawers. This was a
luxury to which he was little accustomed; there was, moreover, a
fire to fling cheerful flickerings on spotlessly white curtains and
bedlinen.

Miss Joliffe and Anastasia had between them carried the
portmanteau up the great well-staircase of stone, which ran from
top to bottom of the house. It was a task of some difficulty, and
there were frequent pauses to take breath, and settings-down of the
portmanteau to rest aching arms. But they got it up at last, and
when the straps were undone Miss Euphemia dismissed her niece.

“No, my dear,” she said; “let me set the
things in order. It is not seemly that a young girl should arrange
men’s clothes. There was a time when I should not have liked to do
so myself, but now I am so old it does not very much matter.”

She gave a glance at the mirror as she spoke, adjusted a little
bit of grizzled hair which had strayed from under her cap, and
tried to arrange the bow of ribbon round her neck so that the
frayed part should be as far as possible concealed. Anastasia
Joliffe thought, as she left the room, that there were fewer
wrinkles and a sweeter look than usual in the old face, and
wondered that her aunt had never married. Youth looking at an old
maid traces spinsterhood to man’s neglect. It is so hard to read in
sixty’s plainness the beauty of sixteen—to think that underneath
the placidity of advancing years may lie buried, yet unforgotten,
the memory of suits urged ardently, and quenched long ago in
tears.

Miss Euphemia put everything carefully away. The architect’s
wardrobe was of the most modest proportions, but to her it seemed
well furnished, and even costly. She noted, however, with the eye
of a sportsman marking down a covey, sundry holes, rents, and
missing buttons, and resolved to devote her first leisure to their
rectification. Such mending, in anticipation and accomplishment,
forms, indeed, a well-defined and important pleasure of all
properly constituted women above a certain age.

“Poor young man!” she said to herself. “I am afraid he has had
no one to look after his clothes for a long time.” And in her pity
she rushed into the extravagance of lighting the bedroom fire.

After things were arranged upstairs, she went down to see that
all was in order in Mr Westray’s sitting-room, and, as she moved
about there, she heard the organist talking to the architect in the
room below. His voice was so deep and raucous that it seemed to jar
the soles of her feet. She dusted lightly a certain structure
which, resting in tiers above the chimney-piece, served to surround
a looking-glass with meaningless little shelves and niches. Miss
Joliffe had purchased this piece-of-resistance when Mrs Cazel, the
widow of the ironmonger, had sold her household effects preparatory
to leaving Cullerne.

“It is an overmantel, my dear,” she had said to dubious
Anastasia, when it was brought home. “I did not really mean to buy
it, but I had not bought anything the whole morning, and the
auctioneer looked so fiercely at me that I felt I must make a bid.
Then no one else said anything, so here it is; but I dare say it
will serve to smarten the room a little, and perhaps attract
lodgers.”

Since then it had been brightened with a coat of blue enamel
paint, and a strip of Brusa silk which Martin had brought back from
one of his wanderings was festooned at the side, so as to hide a
patch where the quicksilver showed signs of peeling off. Miss
Joliffe pulled the festoon a little forward, and adjusted in one of
the side niches a present-for-a-good-girl cup and saucer which had
been bought for herself at Beacon Hill Fair half a century ago. She
wiped the glass dome that covered the basket of artificial fruit,
she screwed up the “banner-screen” that projected from the
mantelpiece, she straightened out the bead mat on which the
stereoscope stood, and at last surveyed the room with an expression
of complete satisfaction on her kindly face.

An hour later Westray was asleep, and Miss Joliffe was saying
her prayers. She added a special thanksgiving for the providential
direction to her house of so suitable and gentlemanly a lodger, and
a special request that he might be happy whilst he should be under
her roof. But her devotions were disturbed by the sound of Mr
Sharnall’s piano.

“He plays most beautifully,” she said to her niece, as she put
out the candle; “but I wish he would not play so late. I am afraid
I have not thought so earnestly as I should at my prayers.”

Anastasia Joliffe said nothing. She was grieved because the
organist was thumping out old waltzes, and she knew by his playing
that he had been drinking.










Chapter 3

 


The Hand of God stood on the highest point in all the borough,
and Mr Westray’s apartments were in the third story. From the
window of his sitting-room he could look out over the houses on to
Cullerne Flat, the great tract of salt-meadows that separated the
town from the sea. In the foreground was a broad expanse of
red-tiled roofs; in the middle distance Saint Sepulchre’s Church,
with its tower and soaring ridges, stood out so enormous that it
seemed as if every house in the place could have been packed within
its walls; in the background was the blue sea.

In summer the purple haze hangs over the mouth of the estuary,
and through the shimmer of the heat off the marsh, can be seen the
silver windings of the Cull as it makes its way out to sea, and
snow-white flocks of geese, and here and there the gleaming sail of
a pleasure-boat. But in autumn, as Westray saw it for the first
time, the rank grass is of a deeper green, and the face of the
salt-meadows is seamed with irregular clay-brown channels, which at
high-tide show out like crows’-feet on an ancient countenance, but
at the ebb dwindle to little gullies with greasy-looking banks and
a dribble of iridescent water in the bottom. It is in the autumn
that the moles heap up meanders of miniature barrows, built of the
softest brown loam; and in the turbaries the turf-cutters pile
larger and darker stacks of peat.

Once upon a time there was another feature in the view, for
there could have been seen the masts and yards of many stately
ships, of timber vessels in the Baltic trade, of tea-clippers, and
Indiamen, and emigrant ships, and now and then the raking spars of
a privateer owned by Cullerne adventurers. All these had long since
sailed for their last port, and of ships nothing more imposing met
the eye than the mast of Dr Ennefer’s centre-board laid up for the
winter in a backwater. Yet the scene was striking enough, and those
who knew best said that nowhere in the town was there so fine an
outlook as from the upper windows of the Hand of God.

Many had looked out from those windows upon that scene: the
skipper’s wife as her eyes followed her husband’s barque warping
down the river for the voyage from which he never came back;
honeymoon couples who broke the posting journey from the West at
Cullerne, and sat hand in hand in summer twilight, gazing seaward
till the white mists rose over the meadows and Venus hung
brightening in the violet sky; old Captain Frobisher, who raised
the Cullerne Yeomanry, and watched with his spy-glass for the
French vanguard to appear; and, lastly, Martin Joliffe, as he sat
dying day by day in his easy-chair, and scheming how he would spend
the money when he should come into the inheritance of all the
Blandamers.

Westray had finished breakfast, and stood for a time at the open
window. The morning was soft and fine, and there was that brilliant
clearness in the air that so often follows heavy autumn rain. His
full enjoyment of the scene was, however, marred by an obstruction
which impeded free access to the window. It was a case of ferns,
which seemed to be formed of an aquarium turned upside down, and
supported by a plain wooden table. Westray took a dislike to the
dank-looking plants, and to the moisture beaded on the glass
inside, and made up his mind that the ferns must be banished. He
would ask Miss Joliffe if she could take them away, and this
determination prompted him to consider whether there were any other
articles of furniture with which it would be advisable to
dispense.

He made a mental inventory of his surroundings. There were
several pieces of good mahogany furniture, including some
open-backed chairs, and a glass-fronted book-case, which were
survivals from the yeoman’s equipment at Wydcombe Farm. They had
been put up for auction with the rest of Michael Joliffe’s effects,
but Cullerne taste considered them old-fashioned, and no bidders
were found for them. Many things, on the other hand, such as bead
mats, and wool-work mats, and fluff mats, a case of wax fruit, a
basket of shell flowers, chairs with worsted-work backs,
sofa-cushions with worsted-work fronts, two cheap vases full of
pampas-grass, and two candlesticks with dangling prisms, grated
sadly on Westray’s taste, which he had long since been convinced
was of all tastes the most impeccable. There were a few pictures on
the walls—a coloured representation of young Martin Joliffe in
Black Forest costume, a faded photograph of a boating crew, and
another of a group in front of some ruins, which was taken when the
Carisbury Field Club made an expedition to Wydcombe Abbey. Besides
these, there were conventional copies in oils of a shipwreck, and
an avalanche, and a painting of still-life representing a bowl full
of flowers.

This last picture weighed on Westray’s mind by reason of its
size, its faulty drawing, and vulgar, flashy colours. It hung full
in front of him while he sat at breakfast, and though its details
amused him for the time, he felt it would become an eyesore if he
should continue to occupy the room. In it was represented the
polished top of a mahogany table on which stood a blue and white
china bowl filled with impossible flowers. The bowl occupied one
side of the picture, and the other side was given up to a
meaningless expanse of table-top. The artist had perceived, but
apparently too late, the bad balance of the composition, and had
endeavoured to redress this by a few more flowers thrown loose upon
the table. Towards these flowers a bulbous green caterpillar was
wriggling, at the very edge of the table, and of the picture.

The result of Westray’s meditations was that the fern-case and
the flower-picture stood entirely condemned. He would approach Miss
Joliffe at the earliest opportunity about their removal. He
anticipated little trouble in modifying by degrees many other
smaller details, but previous experience in lodgings had taught him
that the removal of pictures is sometimes a difficult and delicate
problem.

He opened his rolls of plans, and selecting those which he
required, prepared to start for the church, where he had to arrange
with the builder for the erection of scaffolding. He wished to
order dinner before he left, and pulled a broad worsted-work
bell-pull to summon his landlady. For some little time he had been
aware of the sound of a fiddle, and as he listened, waiting for the
bell to be answered, the intermittance and reiteration of the music
convinced him that the organist was giving a violin lesson. His
first summons remained unanswered, and when a second attempt met
with no better success, he gave several testy pulls in quick
succession. This time he heard the music cease, and made no doubt
that his indignant ringing had attracted the notice of the
musicians, and that the organist had gone to tell Miss Joliffe that
she was wanted.

He was ruffled by such want of attention, and when there came at
last a knock at his door, was quite prepared to expostulate with
his landlady on her remissness. As she entered the room, he began,
without turning from his drawings:

“Never knock, please, when you answer the bell; but I do wish
you—”

Here he broke off, for on looking up he found he was speaking,
not to the elder Miss Joliffe, but to her niece Anastasia. The girl
was graceful, as he had seen the evening before, and again he
noticed the peculiar fineness of her waving brown hair. His
annoyance had instantaneously vanished, and he experienced to the
full the embarrassment natural to a sensitive mind on finding a
servant’s rôle played by a lady, for that Anastasia Joliffe was a
lady he had no doubt at all. Instead of blaming her, he seemed to
be himself in fault for having somehow brought about an anomalous
position.

She stood with downcast eyes, but his chiding tone had brought a
slight flush to her cheeks, and this flush began a discomfiture for
Westray, that was turned into a rout when she spoke.

“I am very sorry, I am afraid I have kept you waiting. I did not
hear your bell at first, because I was busy in another part of the
house, and then I thought my aunt had answered it. I did not know
she was out.”

It was a low, sweet voice, with more of weariness in it than of
humility. If he chose to blame her, she was ready to take the
blame; but it was Westray who now stammered some incoherent
apologies. Would she kindly tell Miss Joliffe that he would be in
for dinner at one o’clock, and that he was quite indifferent as to
what was provided for him. The girl showed some relief at his
blundering courtesy, and it was not till she had left the room that
Westray recollected that he had heard that Cullerne was celebrated
for its red mullet; he had meant to order red mullet for dinner.
Now that he was mortifying the flesh by drinking only water, he was
proportionately particular to please his appetite in eating. Yet he
was not sorry that he had forgotten the fish; it would surely have
been a bathos to discuss the properties and application of red
mullet with a young lady who found herself in so tragically lowly a
position.

After Westray had set out for the church, Anastasia Joliffe went
back to Mr Sharnall’s room, for it was she who had been playing the
violin. The organist sat at the piano, drumming chords in an
impatient and irritated way.

“Well,” he said, without looking at her as she came in—“well,
what does my lord want with my lady? What has he made you run up to
the top of the house for now? I wish I could wring his neck for
him. Here we are out of breath, as usual, and our hands shaking; we
shan’t be able to play even as well as we did before, and that
isn’t saying much. Why,” he cried, as he looked at her, “you’re as
red as a turkey-cock. I believe he’s been making love to you.”

“Mr Sharnall,” she retorted quickly, “if you say those things I
will never come to your room again. I hate you when you speak like
that, and fancy you are not yourself.”

She took her violin, and putting it under her arm, plucked
arpeggi sharply.

“There,” he said, “don’t take all I say so seriously; it is only
because I am out of health and out of temper. Forgive me, child; I
know well enough that there’ll be no lovemaking with you till the
right man comes, and I hope he never will come, Anastasia—I hope he
never will.”

She did not accept or refuse his excuses, but tuned a string
that had gone down.

“Good heavens!” he said, as she walked to the music-stand to
play; “can’t you hear the A’s as flat as a pancake?”

She tightened the string again without speaking, and began the
movement in which they had been interrupted. But her thoughts were
not with the music, and mistake followed mistake.

“What are you doing?” said the organist.
“You’re worse than you were when we began five years ago. It’s mere
waste of time for you to go on, and for me, too.”

Then he saw that she was crying in the bitterness of vexation,
and swung round on his music-stool without getting up.

“Anstice, I didn’t mean it, dear. I didn’t mean to be such a
brute. You are getting on well—well; and as for wasting my time,
why, I haven’t got anything to do, nor anyone to teach except you,
and you know I would slave all day and all night, too, if I could
give you any pleasure by it. Don’t cry. Why are you crying?”

She laid the violin on the table, and sitting down in that
rush-bottomed chair in which Westray had sat the night before, put
her head between her hands and burst into tears.

“Oh,” she said between her sobs in a strange and uncontrolled
voice—“oh, I am so miserable—everything is so
miserable. There are father’s debts not paid, not even the
undertaker’s bill paid for his funeral, and no money for anything,
and poor Aunt Euphemia working herself to death. And now she says
she will have to sell the little things we have in the house, and
then when there is a chance of a decent lodger, a quiet,
gentlemanly man, you go and abuse him, and say these rude things to
me, because he rings the bell. How does he know aunt is out? how
does he know she won’t let me answer the bell when she’s in? Of
course, he thinks we have a servant, and
then you make me so sad. I couldn’t sleep last
night, because I knew you were drinking. I heard you when we went
to bed playing trashy things that you hate except when you are not
yourself. It makes me ill to think that you have been with us all
these years, and been so kind to me, and now are come to this. Oh,
do not do it! Surely we all are wretched enough, without your
adding this to our wretchedness.”

He got up from the stool and took her hand.

“Don’t, Anstice—don’t! I broke myself of it before, and I will
break myself again. It was a woman drove me to it then, and sent me
down the hill, and now I didn’t know there was a living soul would
care whether old Sharnall drank himself to death or not. If I could
only think there was someone who cared; if I could only think you
cared.”

“Of course I care”—and as she felt his hand tighten she drew her
own lightly away—“of course we care—poor aunt and I—or she would
care, if she knew, only she is so good she doesn’t guess. I hate to
see those horrid glasses taken in after your supper. It used to be
so different, and I loved to hear the ‘Pastoral’ and ‘Les Adieux’
going when the house was still.”

It is sad when man’s unhappiness veils from him the smiling face
of nature. The promise of the early morning was maintained. The sky
was of a translucent blue, broken with islands and continents of
clouds, dazzling white like cotton-wool. A soft, warm breeze blew
from the west, the birds sang merrily in every garden bush, and
Cullerne was a town of gardens, where men could sit each under his
own vine and fig-tree. The bees issued forth from their hives, and
hummed with cheery droning chorus in the ivy-berries that covered
the wall-tops with deep purple. The old vanes on the corner
pinnacles of Saint Sepulchre’s tower shone as if they had been
regilt. Great flocks of plovers flew wheeling over Cullerne marsh,
and flashed with a blinking silver gleam as they changed their
course suddenly. Even through the open window of the organist’s
room fell a shaft of golden sunlight that lit up the peonies of the
faded, threadbare carpet.

But inside beat two poor human hearts, one unhappy and one
hopeless, and saw nothing of the gold vanes, or the purple
ivy-berries, or the plovers, or the sunlight, and heard nothing of
the birds or the bees.

“Yes, I will give it up,” said the organist, though not quite so
enthusiastically as before; and as he moved closer to Anastasia
Joliffe, she got up and left the room, laughing as she went
out.

“I must get the potatoes peeled, or you will have none for
dinner.”

Mr Westray, being afflicted neither with poverty nor age, but
having a good digestion and entire confidence both in himself and
in his prospects, could fully enjoy the beauty of the day. He
walked this morning as a child of the light, forsaking the devious
back-ways through which the organist had led him on the previous
night, and choosing the main streets on his road to the church. He
received this time a different impression of the town. The heavy
rain had washed the pavements and roadway, and as he entered the
Market Square he was struck with the cheerfulness of the prospect,
and with the air of quiet prosperity which pervaded the place.

On two sides of the square the houses overhung the pavement, and
formed an arcade supported on squat pillars of wood. Here were
situated some of the best “establishments,” as their owners
delighted to call them. Custance, the grocer; Rose and Storey, the
drapers, who occupied the fronts of no less than three houses, and
had besides a “department” round the corner “exclusively devoted to
tailoring”; Lucy, the bookseller, who printed the Cullerne
Examiner, and had published several of Canon Parkyn’s sermons,
as well as a tractate by Dr Ennefer on the means adopted in
Cullerne for the suppression of cholera during the recent outbreak;
Calvin, the saddler; Miss Adcutt, of the toy-shop; and Prior, the
chemist, who was also postmaster. In the middle of the third side
stood the Blandamer Arms, with a long front of buff, low green
blinds, and window-sashes grained to imitate oak. At the edge of
the pavement before the inn were some stone mounting steps, and by
them stood a tall white pole, on which swung the green and silver
of the nebuly coat itself. On either side of the Blandamer Arms
clustered a few more modern shops, which, possessing no arcade, had
to be content with awnings of brown stuff with red stripes. One of
these places of business was occupied by Mr Joliffe, the
pork-butcher. He greeted Westray through the open window.

“Good-morning. About your work betimes, I see,” pointing to the
roll of drawings which the architect carried under his arm. “It is
a great privilege, this restoration to which you are called,” and
here he shifted a chop into a more attractive position on the
show-board—“and I trust blessing will attend your efforts. I often
manage to snatch a few minutes from the whirl of business about
mid-day myself, and seek a little quiet meditation in the church.
If you are there then, I shall be glad to give you any help in my
power. Meanwhile, we must both be busy with our own duties.”

He began to turn the handle of a sausage-machine, and Westray
was glad to be quit of his pious words, and still more of his
insufferable patronage.










Chapter 4

 


The north side of Cullerne Church, which faced the square, was
still in shadow, but, as Westray stepped inside, he found the
sunshine pouring through the south windows, and the whole building
bathed in a flood of most mellow light. There are in England many
churches larger than that of Saint Sepulchre, and fault has been
found with its proportions, because the roof is lower than in some
other conventual buildings of its size. Yet, for all this, it is
doubtful whether architecture has ever produced a composition more
truly dignified and imposing.

The nave was begun by Walter Le Bec in 1135, and has on either
side an arcade of low, round-headed arches. These arches are
divided from one another by cylindrical pillars, which have no
incised ornamentation, as at Durham or Waltham or Lindisfarne, nor
are masked with Perpendicular work, as in the nave of Winchester or
in the choir of Gloucester, but rely for effect on severe plainness
and great diameter. Above them is seen the dark and cavernous depth
of the triforium, and higher yet the clerestory with minute and
infrequent openings. Over all broods a stone vault, divided across
and diagonally by the chevron-mouldings of heavy vaulting-ribs.

Westray sat down near the door, and was so engrossed in the
study of the building and in the strange play of the shafts of
sunlight across the massive stonework, that half an hour passed
before he rose to walk up the church.

A solid stone screen separates the choir from the nave, making,
as it were, two churches out of one; but as Westray opened the
doors between them, he heard four voices calling to him, and,
looking up, saw above his head the four tower arches. “The arch
never sleeps,” cried one. “They have bound on us a burden too heavy
to be borne,” answered another. “We never sleep,” said the third;
and the fourth returned to the old refrain, “The arch never sleeps,
never sleeps.”

As he considered them in the daylight, he wondered still more at
their breadth and slenderness, and was still more surprised that
his Chief had made so light of the settlement and of the ominous
crack in the south wall.

The choir is a hundred and forty years later than the nave,
ornate Early English, with a multiplication of lancet-windows which
rich hood-mouldings group into twos and threes, and at the east end
into seven. Here are innumerable shafts of dark-grey purbeck
marble, elaborate capitals, deeply undercut foliage, and
broad-winged angels bearing up the vaulting shafts on which rests
the sharply-pointed roof.

The spiritual needs of Cullerne were amply served by this
portion of the church alone, and, except at confirmations or on
Militia Sunday, the congregation never overflowed into the nave.
All who came to the minster found there full accommodation, and
could indeed worship in much comfort; for in front of the canopied
stalls erected by Abbot Vinnicomb in 1530 were ranged long rows of
pews, in which green baize and brass nails, cushions and hassocks,
and Prayer-Book boxes ministered to the devotion of the occupants.
Anybody who aspired to social status in Cullerne rented one of
these pews, but for as many as could not afford such luxury in
their religion there were provided other seats of deal, which had,
indeed, no baize or hassocks, nor any numbers on the doors, but
were, for all that, exceedingly appropriate and commodious.

The clerk was dusting the stalls as the architect entered the
choir, and made for him at once as the hawk swoops on its quarry.
Westray did not attempt to escape his fate, and hoped, indeed, that
from the old man’s garrulity he might glean some facts of interest
about the building, which was to be the scene of his work for many
months to come. But the clerk preferred to talk of people rather
than of things, and the conversation drifted by easy stages to the
family with whom Westray had taken up his abode.

The doubt as to the Joliffe ancestry, in the discussion of which
Mr Sharnall had shown such commendable reticence, was not so sacred
to the clerk. He rushed in where the organist had feared to tread,
nor did Westray feel constrained to check him, but rather led the
talk to Martin Joliffe and his imaginary claims.

“Lor’ bless you!” said the clerk, “I was a little boy myself
when Martin’s mother runned away with the soldier, yet mind well
how it was in everybody’s mouth. But folks in Cullerne like
novelties; it’s all old-world talk now, and there ain’t one
perhaps, beside me and Rector, could tell
you that tale. Sophia Flannery her name was when
Farmer Joliffe married her, and where he found her no one knew. He
lived up at Wydcombe Farm, did Michael Joliffe, where his father
lived afore him, and a gay one he was, and dressed in yellow
breeches and a blue waistcoat all his time. Well, one day he gave
out he was to be married, and came into Cullerne, and there was
Sophia waiting for him at the Blandamer Arms, and they were married
in this very church. She had a three-year-old boy with her then,
and put about she was a widow, though there were many who thought
she couldn’t show her marriage lines if she’d been asked for them.
But p’raps Farmer Joliffe never asked to see ’em, or p’raps he knew
all about it. A fine upstanding woman she was, with a word and a
laugh for everyone, as my father told me many a time; and she had a
bit of money beside. Every quarter, up she’d go to London town to
collect her rents, so she said, and every time she’d come back with
terrible grand new clothes. She dressed that fine, and had such a
way with her, the people called her Queen of Wydcombe. Wherever she
come from, she had a boarding-school education, and could play and
sing beautiful. Many a time of a summer evening we lads would walk
up to Wydcombe, and sit on the fence near the farm, to hear Sophy
a-singing through the open window. She’d a pianoforty, too, and
would sing powerful long songs about captains and moustachers and
broken hearts, till people was nearly fit to cry over it. And when
she wasn’t singing she was painting. My old missis had a picture of
flowers what she painted, and there was a lot more sold when they
had to give up the farm. But Miss Joliffe wouldn’t part with the
biggest of ’em, though there was many would ha’ liked to buy it.
No, she kep’ that one, and has it by her to this day—a picture so
big as a signboard, all covered with flowers most beautiful.”

“Yes, I’ve seen that,” Westray put in; “it’s in my room at Miss
Joliffe’s.”

He said nothing about its ugliness, or that he meant to banish
it, not wishing to wound the narrator’s artistic susceptibilities,
or to interrupt a story which began to interest him in spite of
himself.

“Well, to be sure!” said the clerk, “it used to hang in the best
parlour at Wydcombe over the sideboard; I seed’n there when I was a
boy, and my mother was helping spring-clean up at the farm. ‘Look,
Tom,’ my mother said to me, ‘did ’ee ever see such flowers? and
such a pritty caterpillar a-going to eat them!’ You mind, a green
caterpillar down in the corner.”

Westray nodded, and the clerk went on:

“‘Well, Mrs Joliffe,’ says my mother to Sophia, ‘I never want
for to see a more beautiful picture than that.’ And Sophia laughed,
and said my mother know’d a good picture when she saw one. Some
folks ’ud stand her out, she said, that ’tweren’t worth much, but
she knew she could get fifty or a hundred pound or more for’t any
day she liked to sell, if she took it to the right
people. Then she’d soon have the laugh of those
that said it were only a daub; and with that she laughed herself,
for she were always laughing and always jolly.

“Michael were well pleased with his strapping wife, and used to
like to see the people stare when he drove her into Cullerne Market
in the high cart, and hear her crack jokes with the farmers what
they passed on the way. Very proud he was of her, and prouder still
when one Saturday he stood all comers glasses round at the
Blandamer, and bid ’em drink to a pritty little lass what his wife
had given him. Now he’d got a brace of ’em, he said; for he’d kep’
that other little boy what Sophia brought when she married him, and
treated the child for all the world as if he was his very son.

“So ’twas for a year or two, till the practice-camp was put up
on Wydcombe Down. I mind that summer well, for ’twere a fearful hot
one, and Joey Garland and me taught ourselves to swim in the
sheep-wash down in Mayo’s Meads. And there was the white tents all
up the hillside, and the brass band a-playing in the evenings
before the officers’ dinner-tent. And sometimes they would play
Sunday afternoons too; and Parson were terrible put about, and
wrote to the Colonel to say as how the music took the folk away
from church, and likened it to the worship of the golden calf, when
‘the people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up again to play.’
But Colonel never took no notice of it, and when ’twas a fine
evening there was a mort of people trapesing over the Downs, and
some poor lasses wished afterwards they’d never heard no music
sweeter than the clar’net and bassoon up in the gallery of Wydcombe
Church.

“Sophia was there, too, a good few times, walking round first on
her husband’s arm, and afterwards on other people’s; and some of
the boys said they had seen her sitting with a redcoat up among the
juniper-bushes. ’Twas Michaelmas Eve before they moved the camp,
and ’twas a sorry goose was eat that Michaelmas Day at Wydcombe
Farm; for when the soldiers went, Sophia went too, and left Michael
and the farm and the children, and never said good-bye to anyone,
not even to the baby in the cot. ’Twas said she ran off with a
sergeant, but no one rightly knew; and if Farmer Joliffe made any
search and found out, he never told a soul; and she never come back
to Wydcombe.

“She never come back to Wydcombe,” he said under his breath,
with something that sounded like a sigh. Perhaps the long-forgotten
break-up of Farmer Joliffe’s home had touched him, but perhaps he
was only thinking of his own loss, for he went on: “Ay, many’s the
time she would give a poor fellow an ounce of baccy, and many’s the
pound of tea she sent to a labourer’s cottage. If she bought
herself fine clothes, she’d give away the old ones; my missis has a
fur tippet yet that her mother got from Sophy Joliffe. She was free
with her money, whatever else she mid have been. There wasn’t a
labourer on the farm but what had a good word for her; there wasn’t
one was glad to see her back turned.

“Poor Michael took on dreadful at the first, though he wasn’t
the man to say much. He wore his yellow breeches and blue waistcoat
just the same, but lost heart for business, and didn’t go to market
so reg’lar as he should. Only he seemed to stick closer by the
children—by Martin that never know’d his father, and little Phemie
that never know’d her mother. Sophy never come back to visit ’em by
what I could learn; but once I seed her myself twenty years later,
when I took the hosses over to sell at Beacon Hill Fair.

“That was a black day, too, for ’twas the first time Michael had
to raise the wind by selling aught of his’n. He’d got powerful thin
then, had poor master, and couldn’t fill the blue waistcoat and
yellow breeches like he used to,
and they weren’t nothing so gay by then
themselves neither.

“‘Tom,’ he said—that’s me, you know—‘take these here hosses over
to Beacon Hill, and sell ’em for as much as ’ee can get, for I want
the money.’

“‘What, sell the best team, dad!’ says Miss Phemie—for she was
standing by—‘you’ll never sell the best team with White-face and
old Strike-a-light!’ And the hosses looked up, for they know’d
their names very well when she said ’em.

“‘Don’t ’ee take on, lass,’ he said; ‘we’ll buy ’em back again
come Lady Day.’

“And so I took ’em over, and knew very well why he wanted the
money; for Mr Martin had come back from Oxford, wi’ a nice bit of
debt about his neck, and couldn’t turn his hand to the farm, but
went about saying he was a Blandamer, and Fording and all the lands
belonged to he by right. ’Quiries he was making, he said, and
gadded about here and there, spending a mort of time and money in
making ’quiries that never came to nothing. ’Twas a black day, that
day, and a thick rain falling at Beacon Hill, and all the turf cut
up terrible. The poor beasts was wet through, too, and couldn’t
look their best, because they knowed they was going to be sold; and
so the afternoon came, and never a bid for one of ’em. ‘Poor old
master!’ says I to the horses, ‘what’ll ’ee say when we get back
again?’ And yet I was glad-like to think me and they weren’t going
to part.

“Well, there we was a-standing in the rain, and the farmers and
the dealers just give us a glimpse, and passed by without a word,
till I see someone come along, and that was Sophia Joliffe. She
didn’t look a year older nor when I met her last, and her face was
the only cheerful thing we saw that afternoon, as fresh and jolly
as ever. She wore a yellow mackintosh with big buttons, and
everybody turned to measure her up as she passed. There was a
horse-dealer walking with her, and when the people stared, he
looked at her just so proud as Michael used to look when he drove
her in to Cullerne Market. She didn’t take any heed of the hosses,
but she looked hard at me, and when she was passed turned her head
to have another look, and then she come back.

“‘Bain’t you Tom Janaway,’ says she, ‘what used to work up to
Wydcombe Farm?’

“‘Ay, that I be,’ says I, but stiff-like, for it galled me to
think what she’d a-done for master, and yet could look so jolly
with it all.

“She took no note that I were glum, but ‘Whose hosses is these?’
she asked.

“‘Your husband’s, mum,’ I made bold to say, thinking to take her
down a peg. But, lor’! she didn’t care a rush for that, but ‘Which
o’ my husbands?’ says she, and laughed fit to bust, and poked the
horse-dealer in the side. He looked as if he’d like to throttle
her, but she didn’t mind that neither. ‘What for does Michael want
to sell his hosses?’

“And then I lost my pluck, and didn’t think to humble her any
more, but just told her how things was, and how I’d stood the
blessed day, and never got a bid. She never asked no questions, but
I see her eyes twinkle when I spoke of Master Martin and Miss
Phemie; and then she turned sharp to the horse-dealer and said:

“‘John, these is fine horses; you buy these cheap-like, and we
can sell ’em again to-morrow.’

“Then he cursed and swore, and said the hosses was old scraws,
and he’d be damned afore he’d buy such hounds’-meat.

“‘John,’ says she, quite quiet, ‘’tain’t polite to swear afore
ladies. These here is good hosses, and I want you to buy ’em.’

“Then he swore again, but she’d got his measure, and there was a
mighty firm look in her face, for all she laughed so; and by
degrees he quieted down and let her talk.

“‘How much do you want for the four of ’em, young man?’ she
says; and I had a mind to say eighty pounds, thinking maybe she’d
rise to that for old times’ sake, but didn’t like to say so much
for fear of spoiling the bargain. ‘Come,’ she says, ‘how much? Art
thou dumb? Well, if thou won’t fix the price, I’ll do it for ’ee.
Here, John, you bid a hundred for this lot.’

“He stared stupid-like, but didn’t speak.

“Then she look at him hard.

“‘You’ve got to do it,’ she says, speaking low, but very firm;
and out he comes with, ‘Here, I’ll give ’ee a hundred.’ But before
I had time to say ‘Done,’ she went on: ‘No—this young man says no;
I can see it in his face; he don’t think ’tis enough; you try him
with a hundred and twenty.’

“’Twas as if he were overlooked, for he says quite mild, ‘Well,
I’ll give ’ee a hundred and twenty.’

“‘Ay, that’s better,’ says she; ‘he says that’s better.’ And she
takes out a little leather wallet from her bosom, holding it under
the flap of her waterproof so that the rain shouldn’t get in, and
counts out two dozen clean banknotes, and puts ’em into my hand.
There was many more where they come from, for I could see the book
was full of ’em; and when she saw my eyes on them, she takes out
another, and gives it me, with, ‘There’s one for thee, and good
luck to ’ee; take that, and buy a fairing for thy sweetheart, Tom
Janaway, and never say Sophy Flannery forgot an old friend.’

“‘Thank ’ee kindly, mum,’ says I; ‘thank ’ee kindly, and may you
never miss it! I hope your rents do still come in reg’lar,
mum.’

“She laughed out loud, and said there was no fear of that; and
then she called a lad, and he led off White-face and Strike-a-light
and Jenny and the Cutler, and they was all gone, and the
horse-dealer and Sophia, afore I had time to say good-night. She
never come into these parts again—at least, I never seed her; but I
heard tell she lived a score of years more after that, and died of
a broken blood-vessel at Beriton Races.”

He moved a little further down the choir, and went on with his
dusting; but Westray followed, and started him again.

“What happened when you got back? You haven’t told me what
Farmer Joliffe said, nor how you came to leave farming and turn
clerk.”

The old man wiped his forehead.

“I wasn’t going to tell ’ee that,” he said, “for it do fair make
I sweat still to think o’ it; but you can have it if you like.
Well, when they was gone, I was nigh dazed with such a stroke o’
luck, and said the Lord’s Prayer to see I wasn’t dreaming. But
’twas no such thing, and so I cut a slit in the lining of my
waistcoat, and dropped the notes in, all except the one she give me
for myself, and that I put in my fob-pocket. ’Twas getting dark,
and I felt numb with cold and wet, what with standing so long in
the rain and not having bite nor sup all day.

“’Tis a bleak place, Beacon Hill, and ’twas so soft underfoot
that day the water’d got inside my boots, till they fair bubbled if
I took a step. The rain was falling steady, and sputtered in the
naphtha-lamps that they was beginning to light up outside the
booths. There was one powerful flare outside a long tent, and from
inside there come a smell of fried onions that made my belly cry
‘Please, master, please!’

“‘Yes, my lad,’ I said to un, ‘I’m darned if I don’t humour ’ee;
thou shan’t go back to Wydcombe empty.’ So in I step, and found the
tent mighty warm and well lit, with men smoking and women laughing,
and a great smell of cooking. There were long tables set on
trestles down the tent, and long benches beside ’em, and folks
eating and drinking, and a counter cross the head of the room, and
great tin dishes simmering a-top of it—trotters and sausages and
tripe, bacon and beef and colliflowers, cabbage and onions,
blood-puddings and plum-duff. It seemed like a chance to change my
banknote, and see whether ’twere good and not elf-money that folks
have found turn to leaves in their pocket. So up I walks, and bids
’em gie me a plate of beef and jack-pudding, and holds out my note
for’t. The maid—for ’twas a maid behind the counter—took it, and
then she looks at it and then at me, for I were very wet and muddy;
and then she carries it to the gaffer, and he shows it to his wife,
who holds it up to the light, and then they all fall to talking,
and showed it to a ’cise-man what was there marking down the
casks.

“The people sitting nigh saw what was up, and fell to staring at
me till I felt hot enough, and lief to leave my note where ’twas,
and get out and back to Wydcombe. But the ’cise-man must have said
’twere all right, for the gaffer comes back with four gold
sovereigns and nineteen shillings, and makes a bow and says:

“‘Your servant, sir; can I give you summat to drink?’

“I looked round to see what liquor there was, being main glad
all the while to find the note were good; and he says:

“‘Rum and milk is very helping, sir; try the rum and milk
hot.’

“So I took a pint of rum and milk, and sat down at the nighest
table, and the people as were waiting to see me took up, made room
now, and stared as if I’d been a lord. I had another plate o’ beef,
and another rum-and-milk, and then smoked a pipe, knowing they
wouldn’t make no bother of my being late that night at Wydcombe,
when I brought back two dozen banknotes.

“The meat and drink heartened me, and the pipe and the warmth of
the tent seemed to dry my clothes and take away the damp, and I
didn’t feel the water any longer in my boots. The company was
pleasant, too, and some very genteel dealers sitting near.

“‘My respec’s to you, sir,’ says one, holding up his glass to
me—‘best respec’s. These pore folk isn’t used to the flimsies, and
was a bit surprised at your paper-money; but directly I see you, I
says to my friends, “Mates, that gentleman’s one of us; that’s a
monied man, if ever I see one.” I knew you for a gentleman the
minute you come in.’

“So I was flattered like, and thought if they made so much o’
one banknote, what’d they say to know I’d got a pocket full of
them? But didn’t speak nothing, only chuckled a bit to think I
could buy up half the tent if I had a mind to. After that I stood
’em drinks, and they stood me, and we passed a very pleasant
evening—the more so because when we got confidential, and I knew
they were men of honour, I proved that I was worthy to mix with
such by showing ’em I had a packet of banknotes handy. They drank
more respec’s, and one of them said as how the liquor we were
swallowing weren’t fit for such a gentleman as me; so he took a
flask out o’ his pocket, and filled me a glass of his own tap, what
his father ’ud bought in the same year as Waterloo. ’Twas powerful
strong stuff that, and made me blink to get it down; but I took it
with a good face, not liking to show I didn’t know old liquor when
it come my way.

“So we sat till the tent was very close, and them hissing
naphtha-lamps burnt dim with tobacco-smoke. ’Twas still raining
outside, for you could hear the patter heavy on the roof; and where
there was a belly in the canvas, the water began to come through
and drip inside. There was some rough talking and wrangling among
folk who had been drinking; and I knew I’d had as much as I could
carry myself, ’cause my voice sounded like someone’s else, and I
had to think a good bit before I could get out the words. ’Twas
then a bell rang, and the ’size-man called out, ‘Closing time,’ and
the gaffer behind the counter said, ‘Now, my lads, good-night to
’ee; hope the fleas won’t bite ’ee. God save the Queen, and give us
a merry meeting to-morrow.’ So all got up, and pulled their coats
over their ears to go out, except half a dozen what was too heavy,
and was let lie for the night on the grass under the trestles.

“I couldn’t walk very firm myself, but my friends took me one
under each arm; and very kind of them it was, for when we got into
the open air, I turned sleepy and giddy-like. I told ’em where I
lived to, and they said never fear, they’d see me home, and knew a
cut through the fields what’d take us to Wydcombe much shorter. We
started off, and went a bit into the dark; and then the very next
thing I know’d was something blowing in my face, and woke up and
found a white heifer snuffing at me. ’Twas broad daylight, and me
lying under a hedge in among the cuckoo-pints. I was wet through,
and muddy (for ’twas a loamy ditch), and a bit dazed still, and
sore ashamed; but when I thought of the bargain I’d made for
master, and of the money I’d got in my waistcoat, I took heart, and
reached in my hand to take out the notes, and see they weren’t
wasted with the wet.

“But there was no notes there—no, not a bit of paper, for all I
turned my waistcoat inside out, and ripped up the lining. ’Twas
only half a mile from Beacon Hill that I was lying, and I soon made
my way back to the fair-ground, but couldn’t find my friends of the
evening before, and the gaffer in the drinking-tent said he
couldn’t remember as he’d ever seen any such. I spent the livelong
day searching here and there, till the folks laughed at me, because
I looked so wild with drinking the night before, and with sleeping
out, and with having nothing to eat; for every penny was took from
me. I told the constable, and he took it all down, but I see him
looking at me the while, and at the torn lining hanging out under
my waistcoat, and knew he thought ’twas only a light tale, and that
I had the drink still in me. ’Twas dark afore I give it up, and
turned to go back.

“’Tis seven mile good by the nigh way from Beacon Hill to
Wydcombe; and I was dog-tired, and hungry, and that shamed I
stopped a half-hour on the bridge over Proud’s mill-head, wishing
to throw myself in and ha’ done with it, but couldn’t bring my mind
to that, and so went on, and got to Wydcombe just as they was going
to bed. They stared at me, Farmer Michael, and Master Martin, and
Miss Phemie, as if I was a spirit, while I told my tale; but I
never said as how ’twas Sophia Joliffe as had bought the horses.
Old Michael, he said nothing, but had a very blank look on his
face, and Miss Phemie was crying; but Master Martin broke out
saying ’twas all make-up, and I’d stole the money, and they must
send for a constable.

“‘’Tis lies,’ he said. ‘This fellow’s a rogue, and too great a
fool even to make up a tale that’ll hang together. Who’s going to
believe a woman ’ud buy the team, and give a hundred and twenty
pounds in notes for hosses that ’ud be dear at seventy pounds? Who
was the woman? Did ’ee know her? There must be many in the fair ’ud
know such a woman. They ain’t so common as go about with their
pockets full of banknotes, and pay double price for hosses what
they buy.’

“I knew well enough who’d bought ’em, but didn’t want to give
her name for fear of grieving Farmer Joliffe more nor he was
grieved already, so said nothing, but held my peace.

“Then the farmer says: ‘Tom, I believe ’ee; I’ve know’d ’ee
thirty year, and never know’d ’ee tell a lie, and I believe ’ee
now. But if thou knows her name, tell it us, and if thou doesn’t
know, tell us what she looked like, and maybe some of us ’ll guess
her.’

“But still I didn’t say aught till Master Martin goes on:

“‘Out with her name. He must know her name right enough, if
there ever was a woman as did buy the hosses; and don’t you be so
soft, father, as to trust such fool’s tales. We’ll get a constable
for ’ee. Out with her name, I say.’

“Then I was nettled like, at his speaking so rough, when the man
that suffered had forgiven me, and said:

“‘Yes, I know her name right enough, if ’ee will have it. ’Twas
the missis.’

“‘Missis?’ he says; ‘what missis?’

“‘Your mother,’ says I. ‘She was with a man, but he weren’t the
man she runned away from here with, and she made he buy the
team.’

“Master Martin didn’t say any more, and Miss Phemie went on
crying; but there was a blanker look come on old master’s face, and
he said very quiet:

“‘There, that’ll do, lad. I believe ’ee, and forgive thee. Don’t
matter much to I now if I have lost a hundred pound. ’Tis only my
luck, and if ’tweren’t lost there, ’twould just as like be lost
somewhere else. Go in and wash thyself, and get summat to eat; and
if I forgive ’ee this time, don’t ’ee ever touch the drink
again.’

“‘Master,’ I says, ‘I thank ’ee, and if I ever get a bit o’
money I’ll pay thee back what I can; and there’s my sacred word
I’ll never touch the drink again.’

“I held him out my hand, and he took it, for all ’twas so
dirty.

“‘That’s right, lad; and to-morrow we’ll put the p’leece on to
trace them fellows down.’

“I kep’ my promise, Mr—Mr—Mr—”

“Westray,” the architect suggested.

“I didn’t know your name, you see, because Rector never
introduced me yesterday. I kep’ my promise, Mr
Westray, and bin teetotal ever since; but he never put the p’leece
on the track, for he was took with a stroke next morning early, and
died a fortnight later. They laid him up to Wydcombe nigh his
father and his grandfather, what have green rails round their
graves; and give his yellow breeches and blue waistcoat to Timothy
Foord the shepherd, and he wore them o’ Sundays for many a year
after that. I left farming the same day as old master was put
underground, and come into Cullerne, and took odd jobs till the
sexton fell sick, and then I helped dig graves; and when he died
they made I sexton, and that were forty years ago come
Whitsun.”

“Did Martin Joliffe keep on the farm after his father’s death?”
Westray asked, after an interval of silence.

They had wandered along the length of the stalls as they talked,
and were passing through the stone screen which divides the minster
into two parts. The floor of the choir at Cullerne is higher by
some feet than that of the rest of the church, and when they stood
on the steps which led down into the nave, the great length of the
transepts opened before them on either side. The end of the north
transept, on the outside of which once stood the chapter-house and
dormitories of the monastery, has only three small lancet-windows
high up in the wall, but at the south end of the cross-piece there
is no wall at all, for the whole space is occupied by Abbot
Vinnicomb’s window, with its double transoms and infinite
subdivisions of tracery. Thus is produced a curious contrast, for,
while the light in the rest of the church is subdued to sadness by
the smallness of the windows, and while the north transept is the
most sombre part of all the building, the south transept, or
Blandamer aisle, is constantly in clear daylight. Moreover, while
the nave is of the Norman style, and the transepts and choir of the
Early English, this window is of the latest Perpendicular,
complicated in its scheme, and meretricious in the elaboration of
its detail. The difference is so great as to force itself upon the
attention even of those entirely unacquainted with architecture,
and it has naturally more significance for the professional eye.
Westray stood a moment on the steps as he repeated his
question:

“Did Martin keep on the farm?”

“Ay, he kep’ it on, but he never had his heart in it. Miss
Phemie did the work, and would have been a better farmer than her
father, if Martin had let her be; but he spent a penny for every
ha’penny she made, till all came to the hammer. Oxford puffed him
up, and there was no one to check him; so he must needs be a
gentleman, and give himself all kinds of airs, till people called
him ‘Gentleman Joliffe,’ and later on ‘Old Neb’ly’ when his mind
was weaker. ’Twas that turned his brain,” said the sexton, pointing
to the great window; “’twas the silver and green what done it.”

Westray looked up, and in the head of the centre light saw the
nebuly coat shining among the darker painted glass with a
luminosity which was even more striking in daylight than in the
dusk of the previous evening.










Chapter 5

 


After a week’s trial, Westray made up his mind that Miss
Joliffe’s lodgings would suit him. It was true that the Hand of God
was somewhat distant from the church, but, then, it stood higher
than the rest of the town, and the architect’s fads were not
confined to matters of eating and drinking, but attached
exaggerated importance to bracing air and the avoidance of
low-lying situations. He was pleased also by the scrupulous
cleanliness pervading the place, and by Miss Joliffe’s cooking,
which a long experience had brought to some perfection, so far as
plain dishes were concerned.

He found that no servant was kept, and that Miss Joliffe never
allowed her niece to wait at table, so long as she herself was in
the house. This occasioned him some little inconvenience, for his
naturally considerate disposition made him careful of overtaxing a
landlady no longer young. He rang his bell with reluctance, and
when he did so, often went out on to the landing and shouted
directions down the well-staircase, in the hopes of sparing any
unnecessary climbing of the great nights of stone steps. This
consideration was not lost upon Miss Joliffe, and Westray was
flattered by an evident anxiety which she displayed to retain him
as a lodger.

It was, then, with a proper appreciation of the favour which he
was conferring, that he summoned her one evening near teatime, to
communicate to her his intention of remaining at Bellevue Lodge. As
an outward and visible sign of more permanent tenure, he decided to
ask for the removal of some of those articles which did not meet
his taste, and especially of the great flower-picture that hung
over the sideboard.

Miss Joliffe was sitting in what she called her study. It was a
little apartment at the back of the house (once the still-room of
the old inn), to which she retreated when any financial problem had
to be grappled. Such problems had presented themselves with
unpleasant frequency for many years past, and now her brother’s
long illness and death brought about something like a crisis in the
weary struggle to make two and two into five. She had spared him no
luxury that illness is supposed to justify, nor was Martin himself
a man to be over-scrupulous in such matters. Bedroom fires,
beef-tea, champagne, the thousand and one little matters which
scarcely come within the cognisance of the rich, but tax so heavily
the devotion of the poor, had all left their mark on the score.
That such items should figure in her domestic accounts, seemed to
Miss Joliffe so great a violation of the rules which govern prudent
housekeeping, that all the urgency of the situation was needed to
free her conscience from the guilt of extravagance—from
that luxuria or wantonness, which leads the van
among the seven deadly sins.

Philpotts the butcher had half smiled, half sighed to see
sweetbreads entered in Miss Joliffe’s book, and had, indeed,
forgotten to keep record of many a similar purchase; using that
kindly, quiet charity which the recipient is none the less aware
of, and values the more from its very unostentation. So, too, did
Custance the grocer tremble in executing champagne orders for the
thin and wayworn old lady, and gave her full measure pressed down
and running over in teas and sugars, to make up for the price which
he was compelled to charge for such refinements in the way of wine.
Yet the total had mounted up in spite of all forbearance, and Miss
Joliffe was at this moment reminded of its gravity by the gold-foil
necks of three bottles of the universally-appreciated Duc de
Bentivoglio brand, which still projected from a shelf above her
head. Of Dr Ennefer’s account she scarcely dared even to think; and
there was perhaps less need of her doing so, for he never sent it
in, knowing very well that she would pay it as she could, and being
quite prepared to remit it entirely if she could never pay it at
all.

She appreciated his consideration, and overlooked with rare
tolerance a peculiarly irritating breach of propriety of which he
was constantly guilty. This was nothing less than addressing
medicines to her house as if it were still an inn. Before Miss
Joliffe moved into the Hand of God, she had spent much of the
little allowed her for repairs, in covering up the name of the inn
painted on the front. But after heavy rains the great black letters
stared perversely through their veil, and the organist made small
jokes about it being a difficult thing to thwart the Hand of God.
Silly and indecorous, Miss Joliffe termed such witticisms, and had
Bellevue House painted in gold upon the fanlight over the door. But
the Cullerne painter wrote Bellevue too small, and had to fill up
the space by writing House too large; and the organist sneered
again at the disproportion, saying it should have been the other
way, for everyone knew it was a house, but none knew it was
Bellevue.

And then Dr Ennefer addressed his medicine to “Mr Joliffe, The
Hand”—not even to The Hand of God, but simply The Hand; and Miss
Joliffe eyed the bottles askance as they lay on the table in the
dreary hall, and tore the wrappers off them quickly, holding her
breath the while that no exclamation of impatience might escape
her. Thus, the kindly doctor, in the hurry of his workaday life,
vexed, without knowing it, the heart of the kindly lady, till she
was constrained to retire to her study, and read the precepts about
turning the other cheek to the smiters, before she could quite
recover her serenity.

Miss Joliffe sat in her study considering how Martin’s accounts
were to be met. Her brother, throughout his disorderly and
unbusinesslike life, had prided himself on orderly and business
habits. It was true that these were only manifested in the neat and
methodical arrangement of his bills, but there he certainly
excelled. He never paid a bill; it was believed it never occurred
to him to pay one; but he folded each account to exactly the same
breadth, using the cover of an old glove-box as a gauge, wrote very
neatly on the outside the date, the name of the creditor, and the
amount of the debt, and with an indiarubber band enrolled it in a
company of its fellows. Miss Joliffe found drawers full of such
disheartening packets after his death, for Martin had a talent for
distributing his favours, and of planting small debts far and wide,
which by-and-by grew up into a very upas forest.

Miss Joliffe’s difficulties were increased a thousandfold by a
letter which had reached her some days before, and which raised a
case of conscience. It lay open on the little table before her:


“139, New Bond Street.

“Madam,

“We are entrusted with a commission to purchase several pictures
of still-life, and believe that you have a large painting of
flowers for the acquiring of which we should be glad to treat. The
picture to which we refer was formerly in the possession of the
late Michael Joliffe, Esquire, and consists of a basket of flowers
on a mahogany table, with a caterpillar in the left-hand corner. We
are so sure of our client’s taste and of the excellence of the
painting that we are prepared to offer for it a sum of fifty
pounds, and to dispense with any previous inspection.

“We shall be glad to receive a reply at your early convenience,
and in the meantime

“We remain, madam,

“Your most obedient servants,

“Baunton and Lutterworth.”



Miss Joliffe read this letter for the hundredth time, and dwelt
with unabated complacency on the “formerly in the possession of the
late Michael Joliffe, Esquire.” There was about the phrase
something of ancestral dignity and importance that gratified her,
and dulled the sordid bitterness of her surroundings. “The late
Michael Joliffe, Esquire”—it read like a banker’s will; and she was
once more Euphemia Joliffe, a romantic girl sitting in Wydcombe
church of a summer Sunday morning, proud of a new sprigged muslin,
and proud of many tablets to older Joliffes on the walls about her;
for yeomen in Southavonshire have pedigrees as well as Dukes.

At first sight it seemed as if Providence had offered her in
this letter a special solution of her difficulties, but afterwards
scruples had arisen that barred the way of escape. “A large
painting of flowers”—her father had been proud of it—proud of his
worthless wife’s work; and when she herself was a little child, had
often held her up in his arms to see the shining table-top and
touch the caterpillar. The wound his wife had given him must still
have been raw, for that was only a year after Sophia had left him
and the children; yet he was proud of her cleverness, and perhaps
not without hope of her coming back. And when he died he left to
poor Euphemia, then half-way through the dark gorge of middle age,
an old writing-desk full of little tokens of her mother—the pair of
gloves she wore at her wedding, a flashy brooch, a pair of flashy
earrings, and many other unconsidered trifles that he had
cherished. He left her, too, Sophia’s long wood paint-box, with its
little bottles of coloured powders for mixing oil-paints, and this
same “basket of flowers on a mahogany table, with a caterpillar in
the left-hand corner.”

There had always been a tradition as to the value of this
picture. Her father had spoken little of his wife to the children,
and it was only piecemeal, as she grew into womanhood, that Miss
Euphemia learnt from hints and half-told truths the story of her
mother’s shame. But Michael Joliffe was known to have considered
this painting his wife’s masterpiece, and old Mrs Janaway reported
that Sophia had told her many a time it would fetch a hundred
pounds. Miss Euphemia herself never had any doubt as to its worth,
and so the offer in this letter occasioned her no surprise. She
thought, in fact, that the sum named was considerably less than its
market value, but sell it she could not. It was a sacred trust, and
the last link (except the silver spoons marked “J.”) that bound the
squalid present to the comfortable past. It was an heirloom, and
she could never bring herself to part with it.

Then the bell rang, and she slipped the letter into her pocket,
smoothed the front of her dress, and climbed the stone stairs to
see what Mr Westray wanted. The architect told her that he hoped to
remain as her lodger during his stay in Cullerne, and he was
pleased at his own magnanimity when he saw what pleasure the
announcement gave Miss Joliffe. She felt it as a great relief, and
consented readily enough to take away the ferns, and the mats, and
the shell flowers, and the wax fruit, and to make sundry small
alterations of the furniture which he desired. It seemed to her,
indeed, that, considering he was an architect, Mr Westray’s taste
was strangely at fault; but she extended to him all possible
forbearance, in view of his kindly manner and of his intention to
remain with her. Then the architect approached the removal of the
flower-painting. He hinted delicately that it was perhaps rather
too large for the room, and that he should be glad of the space to
hang a plan of Cullerne Church, to which he would have constantly
to refer. The rays of the setting sun fell full on the picture at
the time, and, lighting up its vulgar showiness, strengthened him
in his resolution to be free of it at any cost. But the courage of
his attack flagged a little, as he saw the look of dismay which
overspread Miss Joliffe’s face.

“I think, you know, it is a little too bright and distracting
for this room, which will really be my workshop.”

Miss Joliffe was now convinced that her lodger was devoid of all
appreciation, and she could not altogether conceal her surprise and
sadness in replying:

“I am sure I want to oblige you in every way, sir, and to make
you comfortable, for I always hope to have gentlefolk for my
lodgers, and could never bring myself to letting the rooms down by
taking anyone who was not a gentleman; but I hope you will not ask
me to move the picture. It has hung here ever since I took the
house, and my brother, ‘the late Martin Joliffe’”—she was
unconsciously influenced by the letter which she had in her pocket,
and almost said “the late Martin Joliffe, Esquire”—“thought very
highly of it, and used to sit here for hours in his last illness
studying it. I hope you will not ask me to move the picture. You
may not be aware, perhaps, that, besides being painted by my
mother, it is in itself a very valuable work of art.”

There was a suggestion, however faint, in her words, of
condescension for her lodger’s bad taste, and a desire to enlighten
his ignorance which nettled Westray; and he contrived in his turn
to throw a tone of superciliousness into his reply.

“Oh, of course, if you wish it to remain from sentimental
reasons, I have nothing more to say, and I must not criticise your
mother’s work; but—” And he broke off, seeing that the old lady
took the matter so much to heart, and being sorry that he had been
ruffled at a trifle.

Miss Joliffe gulped down her chagrin. It was the first time she
had heard the picture openly disparaged, though she had thought
that on more than one occasion it had not been appreciated so much
as it deserved. But she carried a guarantee of its value in her
pocket, and could afford to be magnanimous.

“It has always been considered very valuable,” she went on,
“though I daresay I do not myself understand all its beauties,
because I have not been sufficiently trained in art. But I am quite
sure that it could be sold for a great deal of money, if I could
only bring myself to part with it.”

Westray was irritated by the hint that he knew little of art,
and his sympathy for his landlady in her family attachment to the
picture was much discounted by what he knew must be wilful
exaggeration as to its selling value.

Miss Joliffe read his thoughts, and took a piece of paper from
her pocket.

“I have here,” she said, “an offer of fifty pounds for the
picture from some gentlemen in London. Please read it, that you may
see it is not I who am mistaken.”

She held him out the dealers’ letter, and Westray took it to
humour her. He read it carefully, and wondered more and more as he
went on. What could be the explanation? Could the offer refer to
some other picture? for he knew Baunton and Lutterworth as being
most reputable among London picture-dealers; and the idea of the
letter being a hoax was precluded by the headed paper and general
style of the communication. He glanced at the picture. The sunlight
was still on it, and it stood out more hideous than ever; but his
tone was altered as he spoke again to Miss Joliffe.

“Do you think,” he said, “that this is the picture mentioned?
Have you no other pictures?”

“No, nothing of this sort. It is certainly this one; you see,
they speak of the caterpillar in the corner.” And she pointed to
the bulbous green animal that wriggled on the table-top.

“So they do,” he said; “but how did they know anything about
it?”—quite forgetting the question of its removal in the new
problem that was presented.

“Oh, I fancy that most really good paintings are well-known to
dealers. This is not the first inquiry we have had, for the very
day of my dear brother’s death a gentleman called here about it.
None of us were at home except my brother, so I did not see him;
but I believe he wanted to buy it, only my dear brother would never
have consented to its being sold.”

“It seems to me a handsome offer,” Westray said; “I should think
very seriously before I refused it.”

“Yes, it is very serious to me in my position,” answered Miss
Joliffe; “for I am not rich; but I could not sell this picture. You
see, I have known it ever since I was a little girl, and my father
set such store by it. I hope, Mr Westray, you will not want it
moved. I think, if you let it stop a little, you will get to like
it very much yourself.”

Westray did not press the matter further; he saw it was a sore
point with his landlady, and reflected that he might hang a plan in
front of the painting, if need be, as a temporary measure. So a
concordat was established, and Miss Joliffe put Baunton and
Lutterworth’s letter back into her pocket, and returned to her
accounts with equanimity at least partially restored.

After she had left the room, Westray examined the picture once
more, and more than ever was he convinced of its worthlessness. It
had all the crude colouring and hard outlines of the worst amateur
work, and gave the impression of being painted with no other object
than to cover a given space. This view was, moreover, supported by
the fact that the gilt frame was exceptionally elaborate and well
made, and he came to the conclusion that Sophia must somehow have
come into possession of the frame, and had painted the flower-piece
to fill it.

The sun was a red ball on the horizon as he flung up the window
and looked out over the roofs towards the sea. The evening was very
still, and the town lay steeped in deep repose. The smoke hung blue
above it in long, level strata, and there was perceptible in the
air a faint smell of burning weeds. The belfry story of the centre
tower glowed with a pink flush in the sunset, and a cloud of
jackdaws wheeled round the golden vanes, chattering and fluttering
before they went to bed.

“It is a striking scene, is it not?” said a voice at his elbow;
“there is a curious aromatic scent in this autumn air that makes
one catch one’s breath.” It was the organist who had slipped in
unawares. “I feel down on my luck,” he said. “Take your supper in
my room to-night, and let us have a talk.”

Westray had not seen much of him for the last few days, and
agreed gladly enough that they should spend the evening together;
only the venue was changed, and supper taken in the architect’s
room. They talked over many things that night, and Westray let his
companion ramble on to his heart’s content about Cullerne men and
manners; for he was of a receptive mind, and anxious to learn what
he could about those among whom he had taken up his abode.

He told Mr Sharnall of his conversation with Miss Joliffe, and
of the unsuccessful attempt to get the picture removed. The
organist knew all about Baunton and Lutterworth’s letter.

“The poor thing has made the question a matter of conscience for
the last fortnight,” he said, “and worried herself into many a
sleepless night over that picture. ‘Shall I sell it, or shall I
not?’ ‘Yes,’ says poverty—‘sell it, and show a brave front to your
creditors.’ ‘Yes,’ say Martin’s debts, clamouring about her with
open mouths, like a nest of young starlings, ‘sell it, and satisfy
us.’ ‘No,’ says pride, ‘don’t sell it; it is a patent of
respectability to have an oil-painting in the house.’ ‘No,’ says
family affection, and the queer little piping voice of her own
childhood—‘don’t sell it. Don’t you remember how fond poor daddy
was of it, and how dear Martin treasured it?’ ‘Dear Martin’—psh!
Martin never did her anything but evil turns all his threescore
years, but women canonise their own folk when they die. Haven’t you
seen what they call a religious woman damn the whole world for
evil-doers? and then her husband or her brother dies, and may have
lived as ill a life as any other upon earth, but she don’t damn
him. Love bids her penal code halt; she makes a way of escape for
her own, and speaks of dear Dick and dear Tom for all the world as
if they had been double Baxter-saints. No, blood is thicker than
water; damnation doesn’t hold good for her own. Love is stronger
than hell-fire, and works a miracle for Dick and Tom;
only she has to make up the balance by giving
other folks an extra dose of brimstone.

“Lastly, worldly wisdom, or what Miss Joliffe thinks wisdom,
says, ‘No, don’t sell it; you should get more than fifty pounds for
such a gem.’ So she is tossed about, and if she’d lived when there
were monks in Cullerne Church, she would have asked her father
confessor, and he would have taken down his ‘Summa Angelica,’ and
looked it out under V.—‘Vendetur? utrum vendetur an
non?’—and set her mind at rest. You didn’t know I could
chaffer Latin with the best of ’em, did you? Ah, but I can, even
with the Rector, for all
the nebulus andnebulum; only I don’t
trot it out too often. I’ll show you a copy of the ‘Summa’ when you
come down to my room; but there aren’t any confessors now, and dear
Protestant Parkyn couldn’t read the ‘Summa’ if he had it; so there
is no one to settle the case for her.”

The little man had worked himself into a state of exaltation,
and his eyes twinkled as he spoke of his scholastic attainments.
“Latin,” he said—“damn it! I can talk Latin against anyone—yes,
with Beza himself—and could tell you tales in it which would make
you stop your ears. Ah, well, more fool I—more fool I.
‘Contentus esto, Paule mi, lasciva, Paule, pagina,’” he
muttered to himself, and drummed nervously with his fingers on the
table.

Westray was apprehensive of these fits of excitement, and led
the conversation back to the old theme.

“It baffles me to understand how anyone with
eyes at all could think a daub like this was valuable—that is
strange enough; but how come these London people to have made an
offer for it? I know the firm quite well; they are first-rate
dealers.”

“There are some people,” said the organist, “who can’t tell ‘Pop
goes the weasel’ from the ‘Hallelujah Chorus,’ and others are as
bad with pictures. I’m very much that way myself. No doubt all you
say is right, and this picture an eyesore to any respectable
person, but I’ve been used to it so long I’ve got to like it, and
should be sorry to see her sell it. And as for these London buyers,
I suppose some other ignoramus has taken a fancy to it, and wants
to buy. You see, there have been chance visitors
staying in this room a night or two between whiles—perhaps even
Americans, for all I said about them—and you can never reckon
what they’ll do. The very day Martin Joliffe
died there was a story of someone coming to buy the picture of him.
I was at church in the afternoon, and Miss Joliffe at the Dorcas
meeting, and Anastasia gone out to the chemist. When I got back, I
came up to see Martin in this same room, and found him full of a
tale that he had heard the bell ring, and after that someone
walking in the house, and last his door opened, and in walked a
stranger. Martin was sitting in the chair I’m using now, and was
too weak then to move out of it; so he was forced to sit until this
man came in. The stranger talked kindly to him, so he said, and
wanted to buy the picture of the flowers, bidding as high as twenty
pounds for it; but Martin wouldn’t hear him, and said he wouldn’t
let him have it for ten times that, and then the man went away.
That was the story, and I thought at the time ’twas all a
cock-and-bull tale, and that Martin’s mind was wandering; for he
was very weak, and seemed flushed too, like one just waken from a
dream. But he had a cunning look in his eye when he told me, and
said if he lived another week he would be Lord Blandamer himself,
and wouldn’t want then to sell any pictures. He spoke of it again
when his sister came back, but couldn’t say what the man was like,
except that his hair reminded him of Anastasia’s.

“But Martin’s time was come; he died that very night, and Miss
Joliffe was terribly cast down, because she feared she had given
him an overdose of sleeping-draught; for Ennefer told her he had
taken too much, and she didn’t see where he had got it from unless
she gave it him by mistake. Ennefer wrote the death certificate,
and so there was no inquest; but that put the stranger out of our
thoughts until it was too late to find him, if, indeed, he ever was
anything more than the phantom of a sick man’s brain. No one beside
had seen him, and all we had to ask for was a man with wavy hair,
because he reminded Martin of Anastasia. But if ’twas true, then
there was someone else who had a fancy for the painting, and poor
old Michael must have thought a lot of it to frame it in such
handsome style.”

“I don’t know,” Westray said; “it looks to me as if the picture
was painted to fill the frame.”

“Perhaps so, perhaps so,” answered the organist dryly. “What
made Martin Joliffe think he was so near success?”

“Ah, that I can’t tell you. He was always thinking he had
squared the circle, or found the missing bit to fit into the
puzzle; but he kept his schemes very dark. He left boxes full of
papers behind him when he died, and Miss Joliffe handed them to me
to look over, instead of burning them. I shall go through them some
day; but no doubt the whole thing is moonshine, and if he ever had
a clue it died with him.”

There was a little pause; the chimes of Saint Sepulchre’s played
“Mount Ephraim,” and the great bell tolled out midnight over
Cullerne Flat.

“It’s time to be turning in. You haven’t a drop of whisky, I
suppose?” he said, with a glance at the kettle which stood on a
trivet in front of the fire; “I have talked myself thirsty.”

There was a pathos in his appeal that would have melted many a
stony heart, but Westray’s principles were unassailable, and he
remained obdurate.

“No, I am afraid I have not,” he said; “you see, I never take
spirits myself. Will you not join me in a cup of cocoa? The kettle
boils.”

Mr Sharnall’s face fell.

“You ought to have been an old woman,” he said; “only old women
drink cocoa. Well, I don’t mind if I do; any port in a storm.”

The organist went to bed that night in a state of exemplary
sobriety, for when he got down to his own room he could find no
spirit in the cupboard, and remembered that he had finished the
last bottle of old Martelet’s eau-de-vie at his
tea, and that he had no money to buy another.










Chapter 6

 


A month later the restoration work at Saint Sepulchre’s was
fairly begun, and in the south transept a wooden platform had been
raised on scaffold-poles to such a height as allowed the masons to
work at the vault from the inside. This roof was no doubt the
portion of the fabric that called most urgently for repair, but
Westray could not disguise from himself that delay might prove
dangerous in other directions, and he drew Sir George Farquhar’s
attention to more than one weak spot which had escaped the great
architect’s cursory inspection.

But behind all Westray’s anxieties lurked that dark misgiving as
to the tower arches, and in his fancy the enormous weight of the
central tower brooded like the incubus over the whole building. Sir
George Farquhar paid sufficient attention to his deputy’s
representations to visit Cullerne with a special view to examining
the tower. He spent an autumn day in making measurements and
calculations, he listened to the story of the interrupted peal, and
probed the cracks in the walls, but saw no reason to reconsider his
former verdict or to impugn the stability of the tower. He gently
rallied Westray on his nervousness, and, whilst he agreed that in
other places repair was certainly needed, he pointed out that lack
of funds must unfortunately limit for the present both the scope of
operations and the rate of progress.

Cullerne Abbey was dissolved with the larger religious houses in
1539, when Nicholas Vinnicomb, the last abbot, being recalcitrant,
and refusing to surrender his house, was hanged as a traitor in
front of the great West Gate-house. The general revenues were
impropriated by the King’s Court of Augmentations, and the abbey
lands in the immediate vicinity were given to Shearman, the King’s
Physician. Spellman, in his book on sacrilege, cites Cullerne as an
instance where church lands brought ruin to their new owner’s
family; for Shearman had a spendthrift son who squandered his
patrimony, and then, caballing with Spanish intriguants, came to
the block in Queen Elizabeth’s days.


“For evil hands have abbey lands,

    Such evil fate in store;

Such is the heritage that waits

    Church-robbers evermore.”



Thus, in the next generation the name of Shearman was clean put
away; but Sir John Fynes, purchasing the property, founded the
Grammar School and almshouses as a sin-offering for the misdoings
of his predecessors. This measure of atonement succeeded admirably,
for Horatio Fynes was ennobled by James the First, and his family,
with the title of Blandamer, endures to this present.

On the day before the formal dissolution of their house the
monks sung the last service in the abbey church. It was held late
in the evening, partly because this time seemed to befit such a
farewell, and partly that less public attention might be attracted;
for there was a doubt whether the King’s servants would permit any
further ceremonies. Six tall candles burnt upon the altar, and the
usual sconces lit the service-books that lay before the brothers in
the choir-stalls. It was a sad service, as every good and amiable
thing is sad when done for the last time. There were agonising
hearts among the brothers, especially among the older monks, who
knew not whither to go on the morrow; and the voice of the
sub-prior was broken with grief, and failed him as he read the
lesson.

The nave was in darkness except for the warming-braziers, which
here and there cast a ruddy glow on the vast Norman pillars. In the
obscurity were gathered little groups of townsmen. The nave had
always been open for their devotions in happier days, and at the
altars of its various chapels they were accustomed to seek the
means of grace. That night they met for the last time—some few as
curious spectators, but most in bitterness of heart and profound
sorrow, that the great church with its splendid services was lost
to them for ever. They clustered between the pillars of the
arcades; and, the doors that separated the nave from the choir
being open, they could look through the stone screen, and see the
serges twinking far away on the high altar.

Among all the sad hearts in the abbey church, there was none
sadder than that of Richard Vinnicomb, merchant and wool-stapler.
He was the abbot’s elder brother, and to all the bitterness
naturally incident to the occasion was added in his case the grief
that his brother was a prisoner in London, and would certainly be
tried for his life.

He stood in the deep shadow of the pier that supported the
north-west corner of the tower, weighed down with sorrow for the
abbot and for the fall of the abbey, and uncertain whether his
brother’s condemnation would not involve his own ruin. It was
December 6, Saint Nicholas’ Day, the day of the abbot’s patron
saint. He was near enough to the choir to hear the collect being
read on the other side of the screen:

“Deus qui beatum Nicolaum pontificem innumeris decorasti
miraculis: tribue quaesumus ut ejus mentis,
et precibus, a gehennae incendiis liberemur, per
Dominum nostrum Jesum Christum. Amen.”

“Amen,” he said in the shadow of his pillar. “Blessed Nicholas,
save me; blessed Nicholas, save us all; blessed Nicholas, save my
brother, and, if he must lose this temporal life, pray to our Lord
Christ that He will shortly accomplish the number of His elect, and
reunite us in His eternal Paradise.”

He clenched his hands in his distress, and, as a flicker from
the brazier fell upon him, those standing near saw the tears run
down his cheeks.

“Nicholas qui omnem terram doctrina replevisti, intercede
pro peccatis nostris,” said the officiant; and the monks gave
the antiphon:

“Iste est qui contempsit vitam mundi et pervenit ad
coelestia regna.”

One by one a server put out the altar-lights, and as the last
was extinguished the monks rose in their places, and walked out in
procession, while the organ played a dirge as sad as the wind in a
ruined window.

The abbot was hanged before his abbey gate, but Richard
Vinnicomb’s goods escaped confiscation; and when the great church
was sold, as it stood, for building material, he bought it for
three hundred pounds, and gave it to the parish. One part of his
prayer was granted, for within a year death reunited him to his
brother; and in his pious will he bequeathed his “sowle to
Allmyhtie God his Maker and Redemer, to have the fruition of the
Deitie with Our Blessed Ladie and all Saints and the Abbey Churche
of Saint Sepulchre with the implements thereof, to the Paryshe of
Cullerne, so that the said Parishioners shall not sell, alter, or
alienate the said Churche, or Implements or anye part or parcell
thereof for ever.” Thus it was that the church which Westray had to
restore was preserved at a critical period of its history.

Richard Vinnicomb’s generosity extended beyond the mere purchase
of the building, for he left in addition a sum to support the
dignity of a daily service, with a complement of three chaplains,
an organist, ten singing-men, and sixteen choristers. But the
negligence of trustees and the zeal of more religious-minded men
than poor superstitious Richard had sadly diminished these funds.
Successive rectors of Cullerne became convinced that the spiritual
interests of the town would be better served by placing a larger
income at their own disposal for good works, and by devoting less
to the mere lip-service of much daily singing. Thus, the stipend of
the Rector was gradually augmented, and Canon Parkyn found an
opportunity soon after his installation to increase the income of
the living to a round two thousand by curtailing extravagance in
the payment of an organist, and by reducing the emoluments of that
office from two hundred to eighty pounds a year.

It was true that this scheme of economy included the abolition
of the week-day morning-service, but at three o’clock in the
afternoon evensong was still rehearsed in Cullerne Church. It was
the thin and vanishing shadow of a cathedral service, and Canon
Parkyn hoped that it might gradually dwindle away until it was
dispersed to nought. Such formalism must certainly throttle any
real devotion, and it was regrettable that many of the prayers in
which his own fine voice and personal magnetism must have had a
moving effect upon his hearers should be constantly obscured by
vain intonations. It was only by doing violence to his own high
principles that he constrained himself to accept the emoluments
which poor Richard Vinnicomb had provided for a singing foundation,
and he was scrupulous in showing his disapproval of such vanities
by punctilious absence from the week-day service. This ceremony was
therefore entrusted to white-haired Mr Noot, whose zeal in his
Master’s cause had left him so little opportunity for pushing his
own interests that at sixty he was stranded as an underpaid curate
in the backwater of Cullerne.

At four o’clock, therefore, on a week-day afternoon, anyone who
happened to be in Saint Sepulchre’s Church might see a little
surpliced procession issue from the vestries in the south transept,
and wind its way towards the choir. It was headed by clerk Janaway,
who carried a silver-headed mace; then followed eight choristers
(for the number fixed by Richard Vinnicomb had been diminished by
half); then five singing-men, of whom the youngest was fifty, and
the rear was brought up by Mr Noot. The procession having once
entered the choir, the clerk shut the doors of the screen behind
it, that the minds of the officiants might be properly removed from
contemplation of the outer world, and that devotion might not be
interrupted by any intrusion of profane persons from the nave.
These outside Profane existed rather in theory than fact, for,
except in the height of summer, visitors were rarely seen in the
nave or any other part of the building. Cullerne lay remote from
large centres, and archaeologic interest was at this time in so
languishing a condition that few, except professed antiquaries,
were aware of the grandeur of the abbey church. If strangers
troubled little about Cullerne, the interest of the inhabitants in
the week-day service was still more lukewarm, and the pews in front
of the canopied stalls remained constantly empty.

Thus, Mr Noot read, and Mr Sharnall the organist played, and the
choir-men and choristers sang, day by day, entirely for clerk
Janaway’s benefit, because there was no one else to listen to them.
Yet, if a stranger given to music ever entered the church at such
times, he was struck with the service; for, like the Homeric
housewife who did the best with what she had by her, Mr Sharnall
made the most of his defective organ and inadequate choir. He was a
man if much taste and resource, and, as the echoes of the singing
rolled round the vaulted roofs, a generous critic thought little of
cracked voices and leaky bellows and rattling trackers, but took
away with him an harmonious memory of sunlight and coloured glass
and eighteenth-century music; and perhaps of some clear treble
voice, for Mr Sharnall was famed for training boys and discovering
the gift of song.

Saint Luke’s little summer, in the October that followed the
commencement of the restoration, amply justified its name. In the
middle of the month there were several days of such unusual beauty
as to recall the real summer, and the air was so still and the
sunshine so warm that anyone looking at the soft haze on Cullerne
Flat might well have thought that August had returned.

Cullerne Minster was, as a rule, refreshingly cool in the warmth
of summer, but something of the heat and oppressiveness of the
outside air seemed to have filtered into the church on these
unseasonably warm autumn days. On a certain Saturday a more than
usual drowsiness marked the afternoon service. The choir plumped
down into their places when the Psalms were finished, and abandoned
themselves to slumber with little attempt at concealment, as Mr
Noot began the first lesson. There were, indeed, honourable
exceptions to the general somnolence. On the cantoris side the
worn-out alto held an animated conversation with the cracked tenor.
They were comparing some specially fine onions under the desk, for
both were gardeners and the autumn leek-show was near at hand. On
the decani side Patrick Ovens, a red-haired little treble, was kept
awake by the necessity for
altering Magnificat intoMagnified
Cat in his copy of Aldrich in G.

The lesson was a long one. Mr Noot, mildest and most beneficent
of men, believed that he was at his best in denunciatory passages
of Scripture. The Prayer-Book, it was true, had appointed a portion
of the Book of Wisdom for the afternoon lesson, but Mr Noot made
light of authorities, and read instead a chapter from Isaiah. If he
had been questioned as to this proceeding, he would have excused
himself by saying that he disapproved of the Apocrypha, even for
instruction of manners (and there was no one at Cullerne at all
likely to question this right of private judgment), but his real,
though perhaps unconscious, motive was to find a suitable passage
for declamation. He thundered forth judgments in a manner which
combined, he believed, the terrors of supreme justice with an
infinite commiseration for the blindness of errant, but
long-forgotten peoples. He had, in fact, that “Bible voice” which
seeks to communicate additional solemnity to the Scriptures by
reciting them in a tone never employed in ordinary life, as the
fledgling curate adds gravity to the Litany by whispering “the hour
of death and Day of Judgment.”

Mr Noot, being short-sighted, did not see how lightly the
punishments of these ancient races passed over the heads of his
dozing audience, and was bringing the long lesson to a properly
dramatic close when the unexpected happened: the screen-door opened
and a stranger entered. As the blowing of a horn by the paladin
broke the repose of a century, and called back to life the
spellbound princess and her court, so these slumbering churchmen
were startled from their dreams by the intruder. The choir-boys
fell to giggling, the choir-men stared, clerk Janaway grasped his
mace as if he would brain so rash an adventurer, and the general
movement made Mr Sharnall glance nervously at his stops; for he
thought that he had overslept himself, and that the choir had stood
up for the Magnificat.

The stranger seemed unconscious of the attention which his
appearance provoked. He was no doubt some casual sightseer, and had
possibly been unaware that any service was in progress until he
opened the screen-door. But once there, he made up his mind to join
in the devotions, and was walking to the steps which led up to the
stalls when clerk Janaway popped out of his place and accosted him,
quoting the official regulations in something louder than a stage
whisper:

“Ye cannot enter the choir during the hours of Divine service.
Ye cannot come in.”

The stranger was amused at the old man’s officiousness.

“I am in,” he whispered back, “and, being in, will take a seat,
if you please, until the service is over.”

The clerk looked at him doubtfully for a moment, but if there
was amusement to be read in the other’s countenance, there was also
a decision that did not encourage opposition. So he thought better
of the matter, and opened the door of one of the pews that run
below the stalls in Cullerne Church.

But the stranger did not appear to notice that a place was being
shown him, and walked past the pew and up the little steps that led
to the stalls on the cantoris side. Directly behind the singing-men
were five stalls, which had canopies richer and more elaborate than
those of the others, with heraldic escutcheons painted on the
backs. From these seats the vulgar herd was excluded by a faded
crimson cord, but the stranger lifted the cord from its hook, and
sat down in the first reserved seat, as if the place belonged to
him.

Clerk Janaway was outraged, and bustled up the steps after him
like an angry turkey-cock.

“Come, come!” he said, touching the intruder on the shoulder;
“you cannot sit here; these are the Fording seats, and kep’ for
Lord Blandamer’s family.”

“I will make room if Lord Blandamer brings his family,” the
stranger said; and, seeing that the old man was returning to the
attack, added, “Hush! that is enough.”

The clerk looked at him again, and then turned back to his own
place, routed.

“And in that day they shall roar against thee like the
roaring of the sea, and if one look unto the land behold darkness
and sorrow, and the light is darkened in the heavens thereof,”
said Mr Noot, and shut the book, with a glance of general
fulmination through his great round spectacles.

The choir, who had been interested spectators of this conflict
of lawlessness as personified in the intruder, and authority as in
the clerk, rose to their feet as the organ began
theMagnificat.

The singing-men exchanged glances of amusement, for they were
not altogether averse to seeing the clerk worsted. He was an
autocrat in his own church, and ruffled them now and again with
what they called his bumptiousness. Perhaps he did assume a little
as he led the procession, for he forgot at times that he was a
peaceable servant of the sanctuary, and fancied, as he marched mace
in hand to the music of the organ, that he was a daring officer
leading a forlorn hope. That very afternoon he had had a heated
discussion in the vestry with Mr Milligan, the bass, on a question
of gardening, and the singer, who still smarted under the clerk’s
overbearing tongue, was glad to emphasise his adversary’s defeat by
paying attention to the intruder.

The tenor on the cantoris side was taking holiday that day, and
Mr Milligan availed himself of the opportunity to offer the
absentee’s copy of the service to the intruder, who was sitting
immediately behind him. He turned round, and placed the book, open
at the Magnificat, before the stranger with much
deference, casting as he faced round again a look of misprision at
Janaway, of which the latter was quick to appreciate, the
meaning.

This by-play was lost upon the stranger, who nodded his
acknowledgment of the civility, and turned to the study of the
score which had been offered him.

Mr Sharnall’s resources in the way of men’s voices were so
limited that he was by no means unused to finding himself short of
a voice-part on the one side or the other. He had done his best to
remedy the deficiency in the Psalms by supplying the missing part
with his left hand, but as he began
the Magnificat he was amazed to hear a mellow
and fairly strong tenor taking part in the service with feeling and
precision. It was the stranger who stood in the gap, and when the
first surprise was past, the choir welcomed him as being versed in
their own arts, and Clerk Janaway forgot the presumption of his
entrance and even the rebellious conduct of Mr Milligan. The men
and boys sang with new life; they wished, in fact, that so
knowledgeable a person should be favourably impressed, and the
service was rendered in a more creditable way than Cullerne Church
had known for many a long day. Only the stranger was perfectly
unmoved. He sang as if he had been a lay-vicar all his life, and
when the Magnificat was ended, and Mr Sharnall
could look through the curtains of the organ-loft, the organist saw
him with a Bible devoutly following Mr Noot in the second
lesson.

He was a man of forty, rather above the middle height, with dark
eyebrows and dark hair, that was beginning to turn grey. His hair,
indeed, at once attracted the observer’s attention by its thick
profusion and natural wavy curl. He was clean-shaven, his features
were sharply cut without being thin, and there was something
contemptuous about the firm mouth. His nose was straight, and a
powerful face gave the impression of a man who was accustomed to be
obeyed. To anyone looking at him from the other side of the choir,
he presented a remarkable picture, for which the black oak of Abbot
Vinnicomb’s stalls supplied a frame. Above his head the canopy went
soaring up into crockets and finials, and on the woodwork at the
back was painted a shield which nearer inspection would have shown
to be the Blandamer cognisance, with its nebuly bars of green and
silver. It was, perhaps, so commanding an appearance that made
red-haired Patrick Ovens take out an Australian postage-stamp which
he had acquired that very day, and point out to the boy next to him
the effigy of Queen Victoria sitting crowned in a gothic chair.

The stranger seemed to enter thoroughly into the spirit of the
performance; he bore his part in the service bravely, and, being
furnished with another book, lent effective aid with the anthem. He
stood up decorously as the choir filed out after the Grace, and
then sat down again in his seat to listen to the voluntary. Mr
Sharnall determined to play something of quality as a tribute to
the unknown tenor, and gave as good a rendering of the Saint Anne’s
fugue as the state of the organ would permit. It was true that the
trackers rattled terribly, and that a cipher marred the effect of
the second subject; but when he got to the bottom of the little
winding stairs that led down from the loft, he found the stranger
waiting with a compliment.

“Thank you very much,” he said; “it is very kind of you to give
us so fine a fugue. It is many years since I was last in this
church, and I am fortunate to have chosen so sunny an afternoon,
and to have been in time for your service.”

“Not at all, not at all,” said the organist; “it is we who are
fortunate in having you to help us. You read well, and have a
useful voice, though I caught you tripping a little in the lead of
the Nunc Dimittis Gloria.” And he sung it over
by way of reminder. “You understand church music, and have sung
many a service before, I am sure, though you don’t look much given
that way,” he added, scanning him up and down.

The stranger was amused rather than offended at these blunt
criticisms, and the catechising went on.

“Are you stopping in Cullerne?”

“No,” the other replied courteously; “I am only here for the
day, but I hope I may find other occasions to visit the place and
to hear your service. You will have your full complement of voices
next time I come, no doubt, and I shall be able to listen more at
my ease than to-day?”

“Oh no, you won’t. It’s ten to one you will find us still worse
off. We are a poverty-stricken lot, and no one to come over into
Macedonia to help us. These cursed priests eat up our substance
like canker-worms, and grow sleek on the money that was left to
keep the music going. I don’t mean the old woman that read this
afternoon; he’s got his nose on the grindstone
like the rest of us—poor Noot! He has to put brown paper in his
boots because he can’t afford to have them resoled. No, it’s the
Barabbas in the rectory-house, that buys his stocks and shares, and
starves the service.”

This tirade fell lightly on the stranger’s ears. He looked as if
his thoughts were a thousand miles away, and the organist broke
off:

“Do you play the organ? Do you understand an organ?” he asked
quickly.

“Alas! I do not play,” the stranger said, bringing his mind back
with a jerk for the answer, “and understand little about the
instrument.”

“Well, next time you are here come up into the loft, and I will
show you what a chest of rattletraps I have to work with. We are
lucky to get through a service without a breakdown; the pedal-board
is too short and past its work, and now the bellows are
worn-out.”

“Surely you can get that altered,” the stranger said; “the
bellows shouldn’t cost so much to mend.”

“They are patched already past mending. Those who would like to
pay for new ones haven’t got the money, and those who have the
money won’t pay. Why, that very stall you sat in belongs to a man
who could give us new bellows, and a new organ, and a new church,
if we wanted it. Blandamer, that’s his name—Lord Blandamer. If you
had looked, you could have seen his great coat of arms on the back
of the seat; and he won’t spend a halfpenny to keep the roofs from
falling on our heads.”

“Ah,” said the stranger, “it seems a very sad case.” They had
reached the north door, and, as they stepped out, he repeated
meditatively: “It seems a very sad case; you must tell me more
about it next time we meet.”

The organist took the hint, and wished his companion
good-afternoon, turning down towards the wharves for a
constitutional on the riverside. The stranger raised his hat with
something of foreign courtesy, and walked back into the town.










Chapter 7

 


Miss Euphemia Joliffe devoted Saturday afternoons to Saint
Sepulchre’s Dorcas Society. The meetings were held in a class-room
of the Girls’ National School, and there a band of devoted females
gathered week by week to make garments for the poor. If there was
in Cullerne some threadbare gentility, and a great deal of
middle-class struggling, there was happily little actual poverty,
as it is understood in great towns. Thus the poor, to whom the
clothes made by the Dorcas Society were ultimately distributed,
could sometimes afford to look the gift-horse in the mouth, and to
lament that good material had been marred in the making. “They
wept,” the organist said, “when they showed the coats and garments
that Dorcas made, because they were so badly cut;” but this was a
libel, for there were many excellent needlewomen in the society,
and among the very best was Miss Euphemia Joliffe.

She was a staunch supporter of the church, and, had her
circumstances permitted, would have been a Scripture-reader or at
least a district visitor. But the world was so much with her, in
the shape of domestic necessities at Bellevue Lodge, as to render
parish work impossible, and so the Dorcas meeting was the only
systematic philanthropy in which she could venture to indulge. But
in the discharge of this duty she was regularity personified;
neither wind nor rain, snow nor heat, sickness nor amusement,
stopped her, and she was to be found each and every Saturday
afternoon, from three to five, in the National School.

If the Dorcas Society was a duty for the little old lady, it was
also a pleasure—one of her few pleasures, and perhaps the greatest.
She liked the meetings, because on such occasions she felt herself
to be the equal of her more prosperous neighbours. It is the same
feeling that makes the half-witted attend funerals and church
services. At such times they feel themselves to be for once on an
equal footing with their fellow-men: all are reduced to the same
level; there are no speeches to be made, no accounts to be added
up, no counsels to be given, no decisions to be taken; all are as
fools in the sight of God.

At the Dorcas meeting Miss Joliffe wore her “best things” with
the exception only of head-gear, for the wearing of her best bonnet
was a crowning grace reserved exclusively for the Sabbath. Her
wardrobe was too straightened to allow her “best” to follow the
shifting seasons closely. If it was bought as best for winter, it
might have to play the same rôle also in summer, and thus it fell
sometimes to her lot to wear alpaca in December, or, as on this
day, to be adorned with a fur necklet when the weather asked for
muslin. Yet “in her best” she always felt “fit to be seen”; and
when it came to cutting out, or sewing, there were none that
excelled her.

Most of the members greeted her with a kind word, for even in a
place where envy, hatred and malice walked the streets arm in arm
from sunrise to sunset, Miss Euphemia had few enemies. Lying and
slandering, and speaking evil of their fellows, formed a staple
occupation of the ladies of Cullerne, as of many another small
town; and to Miss Joliffe, who was foolish and old-fashioned enough
to think evil of no one, it had seemed at first the only drawback
of these delightful meetings that a great deal of such
highly-spiced talk was to be heard at them. But even this fly was
afterwards removed from the amber; for Mrs Bulteel—the brewer’s
lady—who wore London dresses, and was much the most fashionable
person in Cullerne, proposed that some edifying book should be read
aloud on Dorcas afternoons to the assembled workers. It was true
that Mrs Flint said she only did so because she thought she had a
fine voice; but however that might be, she proposed it, and no one
cared to run counter to her. So Mrs Bulteel read properly religious
stories, of so touching a nature that an afternoon seldom passed
without her being herself dissolved in tears, and evoking
sympathetic sniffs and sobs from such as wished to stand in her
good books. If Miss Joliffe was not herself so easily moved by
imaginary sorrow, she set it down to some lack of loving-kindness
in her own disposition, and mentally congratulated the others on
their superior sensitiveness.

Miss Joliffe was at the Dorcas meeting, Mr Sharnall was walking
by the riverside, Mr Westray was with the masons on the roof of the
transept; only Anastasia Joliffe was at Bellevue Lodge when the
front-door-bell rang. When her aunt was at home, Anastasia was not
allowed to “wait on the gentlemen,” nor to answer the bell; but her
aunt being absent, and there being no one else in the house, she
duly opened one leaf of the great front-door, and found a gentleman
standing on the semicircular flight of steps outside. That he was a
gentleman she knew at a glance, for she had
a flair for such useless distinctions, though
the genus was not sufficiently common at Cullerne to allow her much
practice in its identification near home. It was, in fact, the
stranger of the tenor voice, and such is the quickness of woman’s
wit, that she learnt in a moment as much concerning his outward
appearance as the organist and the choir-men and the clerk had
learnt in an hour; and more besides, for she saw that he was well
dressed. There was about him a complete absence of personal
adornment. He wore no rings and no scarf-pin, even his watch-chain
was only of leather. His clothes were of so dark a grey as to be
almost black, but Miss Anastasia Joliffe knew that the cloth was
good, and the cut of the best. She had thrust a pencil into the
pages of “Northanger Abbey” to keep the place while she answered
the bell, and as the stranger stood before her, it seemed to her he
might be a Henry Tilney, and she was prepared, like a Catherine
Morland, for some momentous announcement when he opened his lips.
Yet there came nothing very weighty from them; he did not even
inquire for lodgings, as she half hoped that he would.

“Does the architect in charge of the works at the church lodge
here? Is Mr Westray at home?” was all he said.

“He does live here,” she answered, “but is out just now, and we
do not expect him back till six. I think you will probably find him
at the church if you desire to see him.”

“I have just come from the minster, but could see nothing of him
there.”

It served the stranger right that he should have missed the
architect, and been put to the trouble of walking as far as
Bellevue Lodge, for his inquiries must have been very perfunctory.
If he had taken the trouble to ask either organist or clerk, he
would have learnt at once where Mr Westray was.

“I wonder if you would allow me to write a note. If you could
give me a sheet of paper I should be glad to leave a message for
him.”

Anastasia gave him a glance from head to foot, rapid as an
instantaneous exposure. “Tramps” were a permanent bugbear to the
ladies of Cullerne, and a proper dread of such miscreants had been
instilled into Anastasia Joliffe by her aunt. It was, moreover, a
standing rule of the house that no strange men were to be admitted
on any pretence, unless there was some man-lodger at home, to
grapple with them if occasion arose. But the glance was sufficient
to confirm her first verdict—he was a gentleman;
there surely could not be such things as gentlemen-tramps. So she
answered “Oh, certainly,” and showed him into Mr Sharnall’s room,
because that was on the ground-floor.

The visitor gave a quick look round the room. If he had ever
been in the house before, Anastasia would have thought he was
trying to identify something that he remembered; but there was
little to be seen except an open piano, and the usual litter of
music-books and manuscript paper.

“Thank you,” he said; “can I write here? Is this Mr Westray’s
room?”

“No, another gentleman lodges here, but you can use this room to
write in. He is out, and would not mind in any case; he is a friend
of Mr Westray.”

“I had rather write in Mr Westray’s room if I may. You see I
have nothing to do with this other gentleman, and it might be
awkward if he came in and found me in his apartment.”

It seemed to Anastasia that the information that the room in
which they stood was not Mr Westray’s had in some way or other
removed an anxiety from the stranger’s mind. There was a faint and
indefinable indication of relief in his manner, however much he
professed to be embarrassed at the discovery. It might have been,
she thought, that he was a great friend of Mr Westray, and had been
sorry to think that his room should be littered and untidy as Mr
Sharnall’s certainly was, and so was glad when he found out his
mistake.

“Mr Westray’s room is at the top of the house,” she said
deprecatingly.

“It is no trouble to me, I assure you, to go up,” he
answered.

Anastasia hesitated again for an instant. If there were no
gentlemen-tramps, perhaps there were gentlemen-burglars, and she
hastily made a mental inventory of Mr Westray’s belongings, but
could think of nothing among them likely to act as an incentive to
crime. Still she would not venture to show a strange man to the top
of the house, when there was no one at home but herself. The
stranger ought not to have asked her. He could not be a gentleman
after all, or he would have seen how irregular was such a request,
unless he had indeed some particular motive for wishing to see Mr
Westray’s room.

The stranger perceived her hesitation, and read her thoughts
easily enough.

“I beg your pardon,” he said. “I ought, of course, to have
explained who it is who has the honour of speaking to you. I am
Lord Blandamer, and wish to write a few words to Mr Westray on
questions connected with the restoration of the church. Here is my
card.”

There was probably no lady in the town that would have received
this information with as great composure as did Anastasia Joliffe.
Since the death of his grandfather, the new Lord Blandamer had been
a constant theme of local gossip and surmise. He was a territorial
magnate, he owned the whole of the town, and the whole of the
surrounding country. His stately house of Fording could be seen on
a clear day from the minster tower. He was reputed to be a man of
great talents and distinguished appearance; he was not more than
forty, and he was unmarried. Yet no one had seen him since he came
to man’s estate; it was said he had not been in Cullerne for twenty
years.

There was a tale of some mysterious quarrel with his
grandfather, which had banished the young man from his home, and
there had been no one to take his part, for both his father and
mother were drowned when he was a baby. For a quarter of a century
he had been a wanderer abroad: in France and Germany, in Russia and
Greece, in Italy and Spain. He was believed to have visited the
East, to have fought in Egypt, to have run blockades in South
America, to have found priceless diamonds in South Africa. He had
suffered the awful penances of the Fakirs, he had fasted with the
monks of Mount Athos; he had endured the silence of La Trappe; men
said that the Sheik-ul-Islam had himself bound the green turban
round Lord Blandamer’s head. He could shoot, he could hunt, he
could fish, he could fight, he could sing, he could play all
instruments; he could speak all languages as fluently as his own;
he was the very wisest and the very handsomest, and—some hinted—the
very wickedest man that ever lived, yet no one had ever seen him.
Here was indeed a conjunction of romance for Anastasia, to find so
mysterious and distinguished a stranger face to face with her alone
under the same roof; yet she showed none of those hesitations,
tremblings, or faintings that the situation certainly demanded.

Martin Joliffe, her father, had been a handsome man all his
life, and had known it. In youth he prided himself on his good
looks, and in old age he was careful of his personal appearance.
Even when his circumstances were at their worst he had managed to
obtain well-cut clothes. They were not always of the newest, but
they sat well on his tall and upright figure; “Gentleman Joliffe”
people called him, and laughed, though perhaps something less
ill-naturedly than was often the case in Cullerne, and wondered
whence a farmer’s son had gotten such manners. To Martin himself an
aristocratic bearing was less an affectation than a duty; his
position demanded it, for he was in his own eyes a Blandamer kept
out of his rights.

It was his good appearance, even at five-and-forty, which
induced Miss Hunter of the Grove to run away with him, though
Colonel Hunter had promised to disown her if she ever married so
far beneath her. She did not, it is true, live long to endure her
father’s displeasure, but died in giving birth to her first child.
Even this sad result had failed to melt the Colonel’s heart.
Contrary to all precedents of fiction, he would have nothing to do
with his little granddaughter, and sought refuge from so untenable
a position in removing from Cullerne. Nor was Martin himself a man
to feel a parent’s obligations too acutely; so the child was left
to be brought up by Miss Joliffe, and to become an addition to her
cares, but much more to her joys. Martin Joliffe considered that he
had amply fulfilled his responsibilities in christening his
daughter Anastasia, a name which Debrett shows to have been borne
for generations by ladies of the Blandamer family; and, having
given so striking a proof of affection, he started off on one of
those periodic wanderings which were connected with his
genealogical researches, and was not seen again in Cullerne for a
lustre.

For many years afterwards Martin showed but little interest in
the child. He came back to Cullerne at intervals; but was always
absorbed in his efforts to establish a right to the nebuly coat,
and content to leave the education and support of Anastasia
entirely to his sister. It was not till his daughter was fifteen
that he exercised any paternal authority; but, on his return from a
long absence about that period, he pointed out to Miss Joliffe,
senior, that she had shamefully neglected her niece’s education,
and that so lamentable a state of affairs must be remedied at once.
Miss Joliffe most sorrowfully admitted her shortcomings, and asked
Martin’s forgiveness for her remissness. Nor did it ever occur to
her to plead in excuse that the duties of a lodging-house, and the
necessity of providing sustenance for herself and Anastasia, made
serious inroads on the time that ought, no doubt, to have been
devoted to education; or that the lack of means prevented her from
engaging teachers to supplement her own too limited instruction.
She had, in fact, been able to impart to Anastasia little except
reading, writing and arithmetic, some geography, a slight knowledge
of Miss Magnall’s questions, a wonderful proficiency with the
needle, an unquenchable love of poetry and fiction, a charity for
her neighbours which was rare enough in Cullerne, and a fear of God
which was sadly inconsistent with the best Blandamer
traditions.

The girl was not being brought up as became a Blandamer, Martin
had said; how was she to fill her position when she became the
Honourable Anastasia? She must learn French, not such rudiments as
Miss Joliffe had taught her, and he travestied his sister’s “Doo,
dellah, derlapostrof, day” with a laugh that flushed her withered
cheeks with crimson, and made Anastasia cry as she held her aunt’s
hand under the table; not that kind of French,
but something that would really pass muster in society. And music,
she must study that; and Miss Joliffe blushed
again as she thought very humbly of some elementary duets in which
she had played a bass for Anastasia till household work and gout
conspired to rob her knotty fingers of all pliancy. It had been a
great pleasure to her, the playing of these duets with her niece;
but they must, of course, be very poor things, and quite out of
date now, for she had played them when she was a child herself, and
on the very same piano in the parlour at Wydcombe.

So she listened with attention while Martin revealed his scheme
of reform, and this was nothing less than the sending of Anastasia
to Mrs Howard’s boarding-school at the county town of Carisbury.
The project took away his sister’s breath, for Mrs Howard’s was a
finishing school of repute, to which only Mrs Bulteel among
Cullerne ladies could afford to send her daughters. But Martin’s
high-minded generosity knew no limits. “It was no use making two
bites at a cherry; what had to be done had better be done quickly.”
And he clinched the argument by taking a canvas bag from his
pocket, and pouring out a little heap of sovereigns on to the
table. Miss Joliffe’s wonder as to how her brother had become
possessed of such wealth was lost in admiration of his magnanimity,
and if for an instant she thought wistfully of the relief that a
small portion of these riches would bring to the poverty-stricken
menage at Bellevue Lodge, she silenced such murmurings in a burst
of gratitude for the means of improvement that Providence had
vouchsafed to Anastasia. Martin counted out the sovereigns on the
table; it was better to pay in advance, and so make an impression
in Anastasia’s favour, and to this Miss Joliffe agreed with much
relief, for she had feared that before the end of the term Martin
would be off on his travels again, and that she herself would be
left to pay.

So Anastasia went to Carisbury, and Miss Joliffe broke her own
rules, and herself incurred a number of small debts because she
could not bear to think of her niece going to school with so meagre
an equipment as she then possessed, and yet had no ready money to
buy better. Anastasia remained for two half-years at Carisbury. She
made such progress with her music that after much wearisome and
lifeless practising she could stumble through Thalberg’s variations
on the air of “Home, Sweet Home”; but in French she never acquired
the true Parisian accent, and would revert at times to the “Doo,
dellah, derlapostrof, day,” of her earlier teaching, though there
is no record that these shortcomings were ever a serious drawback
to her in after-life. Besides such opportunities of improvement,
she enjoyed the privilege of association with thirty girls of the
upper middle-classes, and ate of the tree of knowledge of good and
evil, the fruits of which had hitherto escaped her notice. At the
end of her second term, however, she was forced to forego these
advantages, for Martin had left Cullerne without making any
permanent provision for his daughter’s schooling; and there was in
Mrs Howard’s prospectus a law, inexorable as that of gravity, that
no pupil shall be permitted to return to the academy whose account
for the previous term remains unsettled.

Thus Anastasia’s schooling came to an end. There was some excuse
put forward that the air of Carisbury did not agree with her; and
she never knew the real reason till nearly two years later, by
which time Miss Joliffe’s industry and self-denial had discharged
the greater part of Martin’s obligation to Mrs Howard. The girl was
glad to remain at Cullerne, for she was deeply attached to Miss
Joliffe; but she came back much older in experience; her horizon
had widened, and she was beginning to take a more perspective view
of life. These enlarged ideas bore fruit both pleasant and
unpleasant, for she was led to form a juster estimate of her
father’s character, and when he next returned she found it
difficult to tolerate his selfishness and abuse of his sister’s
devotion.

That this should be so was a cause of great grief to Miss
Joliffe. Though she herself felt for her niece a love which had in
it something of adoration, she was at the same time conscientious
enough to remember that a child’s first duty should be towards its
parents. Thus she forced herself to lament that Anastasia should be
more closely attached to her than to Martin, and if there were
times when she could not feel properly dissatisfied that she
possessed the first place in her niece’s affections, she tried to
atone for this frailty by sacrificing opportunities of being with
the girl herself, and using every opportunity of bringing her into
her father’s company. It was a fruitless endeavour, as every
endeavour to cultivate affection where no real basis for it exists,
must eternally remain fruitless. Martin was wearied by his
daughter’s society, for he preferred to be alone, and set no store
by her except as a cooking, house-cleaning, and clothes-mending
machine; and Anastasia resented this attitude, and could find,
moreover, no interest in the torn peerage which was her father’s
Bible, or in the genealogical research and jargon about the nebuly
coat which formed the staple of his conversation. Later on, when he
came back for the last time, her sense of duty enabled her to tend
and nurse him with exemplary patience, and to fulfil all those
offices of affection which even the most tender filial devotion
could have suggested. She tried to believe that his death brought
her sorrow and not relief, and succeeded so well that her aunt had
no doubts at all upon the subject.

Martin Joliffe’s illness and death had added to Anastasia’s
experience of life by bringing her into contact with doctors and
clergymen; and it was no doubt this training, and the association
with the superior classes afforded by Mrs Howard’s academy, that
enabled her to stand the shock of Lord Blandamer’s announcement
without giving any more perceptible token of embarrassment than a
very slight blush.

“Oh, of course there is no objection,” she said, “to your
writing in Mr Westray’s room. I will show you the way to it.”

She accompanied him to the room, and having provided writing
materials, left him comfortably ensconced in Mr Westray’s chair. As
she pulled the door to behind her in going out, something prompted
her to look round—perhaps it was merely a girl’s light fancy,
perhaps it was that indefinite fascination which the consciousness
that we are being looked at sometimes exercises over us; but as she
looked back her eyes met those of Lord Blandamer, and she shut the
door sharply, being annoyed at her own foolishness.

She went back to the kitchen, for the kitchen of the Hand of God
was so large that Miss Joliffe and Anastasia used part of it for
their sitting-room, took the pencil out of “Northanger Abbey,” and
tried to transport herself to Bath. Five minutes ago she had been
in the Grand Pump Room herself, and knew exactly where Mrs Allen
and Isabella Thorpe and Edward Morland were sitting; where
Catherine was standing, and what John Thorpe was saying to her when
Tilney walked up. But alas! Anastasia found no re-admission; the
lights were put out, the Pump Room was in darkness. A sad change to
have happened in five minutes; but no doubt the charmed circle had
dispersed in a huff on finding that they no longer occupied the
first place in Miss Anastasia Joliffe’s interest. And, indeed, she
missed them the less because she had discovered that she herself
possessed a wonderful talent for romance, and had already begun the
first chapter of a thrilling story.

Nearly half an hour passed before her aunt returned, and in the
interval Miss Austen’s knights and dames had retired still farther
into the background, and Miss Anastasia’s hero had entirely
monopolised the stage. It was twenty minutes past five when Miss
Joliffe, senior, returned from the Dorcas meeting; “precisely
twenty minutes past five,” as she remarked many times subsequently,
with that factitious importance which the ordinary mind attaches to
the exact moment of any epoch-making event.

“Is the water boiling, my dear?” she asked, sitting down at the
kitchen table. “I should like to have tea to-day before the
gentlemen come in, if you do not mind. The weather is quite
oppressive, and the schoolroom was very close because we only had
one window open. Poor Mrs Bulteel is so subject to take cold from
draughts, and I very nearly fell asleep while she was reading.”

“I will get tea at once,” Anastasia said; and then added, in a
tone of fine unconcern: “There is a gentleman waiting upstairs to
see Mr Westray.”

“My dear,” Miss Joliffe exclaimed deprecatingly, “how could you
let anyone in when I was not at home? It is exceedingly dangerous
with so many doubtful characters about. There is Mr Westray’s
presentation inkstand, and the flower-picture for which I have been
offered so much money. Valuable paintings are often cut out of
their frames; one never has an idea what thieves may do.”

There was the faintest trace of a smile about Anastasia’s
lips.

“I do not think we need trouble about that, dear Aunt Phemie,
because I am sure he is a gentleman. Here is his card. Look!” She
handed Miss Joliffe the insignificant little piece of white
cardboard that held so momentous a secret, and watched her aunt put
on her spectacles to read it.

Miss Joliffe focussed the card. There were only two words
printed on it, only “Lord Blandamer” in the most unpretending and
simple characters, but their effect was magical. Doubt and
suspicion melted suddenly away, and a look of radiant surprise
overspread her countenance, such as would have become a Constantine
at the vision of the Labarum. She was a thoroughly unworldly woman,
thinking little of the things of this life in general, and keeping
her affections on that which is to come, with the constancy and
realisation that is so often denied to those possessed of larger
temporal means. Her views as to right and wrong were defined and
inflexible; she would have gone to the stake most cheerfully rather
than violate them, and unconsciously lamented perhaps that
civilisation has robbed the faithful of the luxury of burning. Yet
with all this were inextricably bound up certain little weaknesses
among which figured a fondness for great names, and a somewhat
exaggerated consideration for the lofty ones of this earth. Had she
been privileged to be within the same four walls as a peer at a
bazaar or missionary meeting, she would have revelled in a great
opportunity; but to find Lord Blandamer under her own roof was a
grace so wondrous and surprising as almost to overwhelm her.

“Lord Blandamer!” she faltered, as soon as she had collected
herself a little. “I hope Mr Westray’s room was tidy. I dusted it
thoroughly this morning, but I wish he had given some notice of his
intention to call. I should be so vexed if he found anything dusty.
What is he doing, Anastasia? Did he say he would wait till Mr
Westray came back?”

“He said he would write a note for Mr Westray. I found him
writing things.”

“I hope you gave his lordship Mr Westray’s presentation
inkstand.”

“No, I did not think of that; but there was the little black
inkstand, and plenty of ink in it.”

“Dear me, dear me!” Miss Joliffe said, ruminating on so
extraordinary a position, “to think that Lord Blandamer, whom no
one has ever seen, should have come to Cullerne at last, and is now
in this very house. I will just change this bonnet for my Sunday
one,” she added, looking at herself in the glass, “and then tell
his lordship how very welcome he is, and ask him if I can get
anything for him. He will see at once, from my bonnet, that I have
only just returned, otherwise it would appear to him very remiss of
me not to have paid him my respects before. Yes, I think it is
undoubtedly more fitting to appear in a bonnet.”

Anastasia was a little perturbed at the idea of her aunt’s
interview with Lord Blandamer. She pictured to herself Miss
Joliffe’s excess of zeal, the compliments which she would think it
necessary to shower upon him the marked attention and homage which
he might interpret as servility, though it was only intended as a
proper deference to exalted rank. Anastasia was quite unaccountably
anxious that the family should appear to the distinguished visitor
in as favourable a light as possible, and thought for a moment of
trying to persuade Miss Joliffe that there was no need for her to
see Lord Blandamer at all, unless he summoned her. But she was of a
philosophic temperament, and in a moment had rebuked her own folly.
What could any impression of Lord Blandamer’s matter to her? she
would probably never see him again unless she opened the door when
he went out. Why should he think anything at all about a
commonplace lodging-house, and its inmates? And if such trivial
matters did ever enter his thoughts, a man so clever as he would
make allowance for those of a different station to himself, and
would see what a good woman her aunt was in spite of any little
mannerisms.

So she made no remonstrance, but sat heroically quiet in her
chair, and re-opened “Northanger Abbey” with a determination to
entirely forget Lord Blandamer, and the foolish excitement which
his visit had created.










Chapter 8

 


Miss Joliffe must have had a protracted conversation with Lord
Blandamer. To Anastasia, waiting in the kitchen, it seemed as if
her aunt would never come down. She devoted herself to “Northanger
Abbey” with fierce resolution, but though her eyes followed the
lines of type, she had no idea what she was reading, and found
herself at last turning the pages so frequently and with so much
rustling as to disturb her own reverie. Then she shut the book with
a bang, got up from her chair, and paced the kitchen till her aunt
came back.

Miss Joliffe was full of the visitor’s affability.

“It is always the way with these really great
people, my dear,” she said with effusion. “I
have always noticed that the nobility are
condescending; they adapt themselves so entirely to their
surroundings.” Miss Joliffe fell into a common hyperbole in
qualifying an isolated action as a habit. She had never before been
brought face to face with a peer, yet she represented her first
impression of Lord Blandamer’s manner as if it were a mature
judgment based upon long experience of those of his rank and
position.

“I insisted on his using the presentation inkstand, and took
away that shabby little black thing; and I could see at once that
the silver one was far more like what he had been accustomed to
use. He seemed to know something about us, and even asked if the
young lady who had shown him in was my niece. That was you; he
meant you, Anastasia; he asked if it was you. I think
he must have met dear Martin somewhere, but I really was so
agitated by such a very unexpected visit that I scarcely took in
all he said. Yet he was so careful all the time to put me at my
ease that at last I ventured to ask him if he would take some light
refreshment. ‘My lord,’ I said, ‘may I be so bold as to offer your
lordship a cup of tea? It would be a great honour if you would
partake of our humble hospitality.’ And
what do you think he answered, my dear? ‘Miss
Joliffe’—and he had such a winning look—‘there is nothing I should
like better. I am very tired with walking about in the church, and
have still some little time to wait, for I am going to London by
the evening train.’ Poor young man! (for Lord Blandamer was still
young in Cullerne, which had only known his octogenarian
predecessor) he is no doubt called to London on some public
business—the House of Lords, or the Court, or something like that.
I wish he would take as much care of himself as he seems to take
for others. He looks so very tired, and a sad face too, Anastasia,
and yet is most considerate. ‘I should like a cup of tea very
much’—those were his exact words—‘but you must not trouble to come
all the way upstairs again to bring it to me. Let me come down and
take it with you.’

“‘Forgive me, my lord,’ was my answer, ‘but I could not permit
that. Our establishment is much too homely, and I shall feel it a
privilege to wait on you, if you will kindly excuse my
walking-clothes, as I have just come back from an afternoon
meeting. My niece often wishes to relieve me, but I tell her my old
legs are more active than her young ones even still.’”

Anastasia’s cheeks were red, but she said nothing, and her aunt
went on: “So I will take him some tea at once. You can make it, my
dear, if you like, but put a great deal more in than we use
ourselves. The upper classes have no call to practise economy in
such matters, and he is no doubt used to take his tea very strong.
I think Mr Sharnall’s teapot is the best, and I will get out the
silver sugar-tongs and one of the spoons with the ‘J’ on them.”

As Miss Joliffe was taking up the tea, she met Westray in the
hall. He had just come back from the church, and was not a little
concerned at his landlady’s greeting. She put down her tray, and,
with a fateful gesture and an “Oh, Mr Westray, what do you think?”
beckoned him aside into Mr Sharnall’s room. His first impression
was that some grave accident had happened, that the organist was
dead, or that Anastasia Joliffe had sprained an ankle; and he was
relieved to hear the true state of affairs. He waited a few minutes
while Miss Joliffe took the visitor his tea, and then went upstairs
himself.

Lord Blandamer rose.

“I must apologise,” he said, “for making myself at home in your
room; but I hope your landlady may have explained who I am, and how
I come to take so great a liberty. I am naturally interested in
Cullerne and all that concerns it, and hope ere long to get better
acquainted with the place—and the people,” he added as an
after-thought. “At present I know disgracefully little about it,
but that is due to my having been abroad for many years; I only
came back a few months ago. But I need not bother you with all
this; what I really wanted was to ask you if you would give me some
idea of the scheme of restoration which it is proposed to undertake
at the minster. Until last week I had not heard that anything of
the kind was in contemplation.”

His tone was measured, and a clear, deep, voice gave weight and
sincerity to his words. His clean-shaven face and olive complexion,
his regular features and dark eyebrows, suggested a Spaniard to
Westray as he spoke, and the impression was strengthened by the
decorous and grave courtesy of his manner.

“I shall be delighted to explain anything I can,” said the
architect, and took down a bundle of plans and papers from a
shelf.

“I fear I shall not be able to do much this evening,” Lord
Blandamer said; “for I have to catch the train to London in a short
time; but, if you will allow me, I will take an early opportunity
of coming over again. We might then, perhaps, go to the church
together. The building has a great fascination for me, not only on
account of its own magnificence, but also from old associations.
When I was a boy, and sometimes a very unhappy boy, I used often to
come over from Fording, and spend hours rambling about the minster.
Its winding staircases, its dark wall-passages, its mysterious
screens and stalls, brought me romantic dreams, from which I think
I have never entirely wakened. I am told the building stands in
need of extensive restoration, though to the outsider it looks much
the same as ever. It always had a dilapidated air.”

Westray gave a short outline of what it was considered should
ultimately be done, and of what it was proposed to attack for the
present.

“You see, we have our work cut out for us,” he said. “The
transept roof is undoubtedly the most urgent matter, but there are
lots of other things that cannot be left to themselves for long. I
have grave doubts about the stability of the tower, though my Chief
doesn’t share them to anything like the same extent: and perhaps
that is just as well, for we are hampered on every side by lack of
funds. They are going to have a bazaar next week to try to give the
thing a lift, but a hundred bazaars would not produce half that is
wanted.”

“I gathered that there were difficulties of this kind,” the
visitor said reflectively. “As I came out of the church after
service to-day I met the organist. He had no idea who I was, but
gave his views very strongly as to Lord Blandamer’s
responsibilities for things in general, and for the organ in
particular. We are, I suppose, under some sort of moral obligation
for the north transept, from having annexed it as a burying-place.
It used to be called, I fancy, the Blandamer Aisle.”

“Yes, it is called so still,” Westray answered. He was glad to
see the turn the conversation had taken, and hoped that
a deus ex machina had appeared. Lord Blandamer’s
next question was still more encouraging.

“At what do you estimate the cost of the transept repairs?”

Westray ran through his papers till he found a printed leaflet
with a view of Cullerne Minster on the outside.

“Here are Sir George Farquhar’s figures,” he said. “This was a
circular that was sent everywhere to invite subscriptions, but it
scarcely paid the cost of printing. No one will give a penny to
these things nowadays. Here it is, you see—seven thousand eight
hundred pounds for the north transept.”

There was a little pause. Westray did not look up, being
awkwardly conscious that the sum was larger than Lord Blandamer had
anticipated, and fearing that such an abrupt disclosure might have
damped the generosity of an intended contributor.

Lord Blandamer changed the subject.

“Who is the organist? I rather liked his manner, for all he took
me so sharply, if impersonally, to task. He seems a clever
musician, but his instrument is in a shocking state.”

“He is a very clever organist,” Westray
answered. It was evident that Lord Blandamer was in a subscribing
frame of mind, and if his generosity did not extend to undertaking
the cost of the transept, he might at least give something towards
the organ. The architect tried to do his friend Mr Sharnall a
service. “He is a very clever organist,” he repeated; “his name is
Sharnall, and he lodges in this house. Shall I call him? Would you
like to ask him about the organ?”

“Oh no, not now; I have so little time; another day we can have
a chat. Surely a very little money—comparatively little money, I
mean—would put the organ in proper repair. Did they never approach
my grandfather, the late Lord Blandamer, on the question of funds
for these restorations?”

Westray’s hopes of a contribution were again dashed, and he felt
a little contemptuous at such evasions. They came with an ill grace
after Lord Blandamer’s needlessly affectionate panegyric of the
church.

“Yes,” he said; “Canon Parkyn, the Rector here, wrote to the
late Lord Blandamer begging for a subscription to the restoration
fund for the church, but never got any answer.”

Westray flung something like a sneer into his tone, and was
already sorry for his ungracious words before he had finished
speaking. But the other seemed to take no offence, where some would
have been offended.

“Ah,” he said, “my grandfather was no doubt a very sad old man
indeed. I must go now, or I shall miss my train. You shall
introduce me to Mr Sharnall the next time I come to Cullerne; I
have your promise, remember, to take me over the church. Is it not
so?”

“Yes—oh yes, certainly,” Westray said, though with less
cordiality perhaps than he had used on the previous occasion. He
was disappointed that Lord Blandamer had promised no subscription,
and accompanied him to the foot of the stairs with much the same
feelings as a shop-assistant entertains for the lady who, having
turned over goods for half an hour, retreats with the promise that
she will consider the matter and call again.

Miss Joliffe had been waiting on the kitchen stairs, and so was
able to meet Lord Blandamer in the hall quite accidentally. She
showed him out of the front-door with renewed professions of
respect, for she knew nothing of his niggardly evasions of a
subscription, and in her eyes a lord was still a lord. He added the
comble to all his graces and courtesies by shaking her hand as he
left the house, and expressing a hope that she would be so kind as
to give him another cup of tea, the very next time he was in
Cullerne.

The light was failing as Lord Blandamer descended the flight of
steps outside the door of Bellevue Lodge. The evening must have
closed in earlier than usual, for very soon after the visitor had
gone upstairs Anastasia found it too dark to read in the kitchen;
so she took her book, and sat in the window-seat of Mr Sharnall’s
room.

It was a favourite resort of hers, both when Mr Sharnall was
out, and also when he was at home; for he had known her from
childhood, and liked to watch the graceful girlish form as she read
quietly while he worked at his music. The deep window-seat was
panelled in painted deal, and along the side of it hung a faded
cushion, which could be turned over on to the sill when the sash
was thrown up, so as to form a rest for the arms of anyone who
desired to look out on a summer evening.

The window was still open, though it was dusk; but Anastasia’s
head, which just appeared above the sill, was screened from
observation by a low blind. This blind was formed of a number of
little green wooden slats, faded and blistered by the suns of many
summers, and so arranged that, by the turning of a brass,
urn-shaped knob, they could be made to open and afford a prospect
of the outer world to anyone sitting inside.

It had been for some time too dark for Anastasia to read, but
she still sat in the window-seat; and as she heard Lord Blandamer
come down the stairs, she turned the brass urn so as to command a
view of the street. She felt herself blushing in the dusk, at the
reiterated and voluminous compliments which her aunt was paying in
the hall. She blushed because Westray’s tone was too off-handed and
easy towards so important a personage to please her critical mood;
and then she blushed again at her own folly in blushing. The
front-door shut at last, and the gaslight fell on Lord Blandamer’s
active figure and straight, square shoulders as he went down the
steps. Three thousand years before, another maiden had looked
between the doorpost and the door, at the straight broad back of
another great stranger as he left her father’s palace; but
Anastasia was more fortunate than Nausicaa, for there is no record
that Ulysses cast any backward glance as he walked down to the
Phaeacian ship, and Lord Blandamer did turn and look back.

He turned and looked back; he seemed to Anastasia to look
between the little blistered slats into her very eyes. Of course,
he could not have guessed that a very foolish girl, the niece of a
very foolish landlady in a very commonplace lodging-house, in a
very commonplace country town, was watching him behind a shutter;
but he turned and looked, and Anastasia stayed for half an hour
after he had gone, thinking of the hard and clean-cut face that she
had seen for an instant in the flickering gaslight.

It was a hard face, and as she sat in the dark with closed eyes,
and saw that face again and again in her mind, she knew that it was
hard. It was hard—it was almost cruel. No, it was not cruel, but
only recklessly resolved, with a resolution that would not swerve
from cruelty, if cruelty were needed to accomplish its purpose.
Thus she reasoned in the approved manner of fiction. She knew that
such reasonings were demanded of heroines. A heroine must be sadly
unworthy of her lofty rôle if she could not with a glance unmask
even the most enigmatic countenance, and trace the passions writ in
it, clearly as a page of “Reading without Tears.” And was she,
Anastasia, to fall short in such a simple craft? No, she had
measured the man’s face in a moment; it was resolved, even to
cruelty. It was hard, but ah! how handsome! and she remembered how
the grey eyes had met hers and blinded them with power, when she
first saw him on the doorstep. Wondrous musings, wondrous
thought-reading, by a countrified young lady in her teens; but is
it not out of the mouths of babes and sucklings that strength has
been eternally ordained?

She was awakened from her reverie by the door being flung open,
and she leapt from her perch as Mr Sharnall entered the room.

“Heyday! heyday!” he said, “what have we here? Fire out, and
window open; missy dreaming of Sir Arthur Bedevere, and catching a
cold—a very poetic cold in the head.”

His words jarred on her mood like the sharpening of a
slate-pencil. She said nothing, but brushed by him, shut the door
behind her, and left him muttering in the dark.

The excitement of Lord Blandamer’s visit had overtaxed Miss
Joliffe. She took the gentlemen their supper—and Mr Westray was
supping in Mr Sharnall’s room that evening—and assured Anastasia
that she was not in the least tired. But ere long she was forced to
give up this pretence, and to take refuge in a certain high-backed
chair with ears, which stood in a corner of the kitchen, and was
only brought into use in illness or other emergency. The bell rang
for supper to be taken away, but Miss Joliffe was fast asleep, and
did not hear it. Anastasia was not allowed to “wait” under ordinary
circumstances, but her aunt must not be disturbed when she was so
tired, and she took the tray herself and went upstairs.

“He is a striking-looking man enough,” Westray was saying as she
entered the room; “but I must say he did not impress me favourably
in other respects. He spoke too enthusiastically about the church.
It would have sat on him with a very good grace if he had
afterwards come down with five hundred pounds, but ecstasies are
out of place when a man won’t give a halfpenny to turn them into
reality.”

“He is a chip of the old block,” said the organist.


“‘Leap year’s February twenty-nine days,

And on the thirtieth Blandamer pays.’



“That’s a saw about here. Well, I rubbed it into him this
afternoon, and all the harder because I hadn’t the least idea who
he was.”

There was a fierce colour in Anastasia’s cheeks as she packed
the dirty plates and supper débris into the tray, and a fiercer
feeling in her heart. She tried hard to conceal her confusion, and
grew more confused in the effort. The organist watched her closely,
without ever turning his eyes in her direction. He was a cunning
little man, and before the table was cleared had guessed who was
the hero of those dreams, from which he had roused her an hour
earlier.

Westray waved away with his hand a puff of smoke which drifted
into his face from Mr Sharnall’s pipe.

“He asked me whether anyone had ever approached the old lord
about the restoration, and I said the Rector had written, and never
got an answer.”

“It wasn’t to the old lord he wrote,” Mr
Sharnall cut in; “it was to this very man. Didn’t you know it was
to this very man? No one ever thought it worth ink and paper to
write to oldBlandamer. I was the only one, fool
enough to do that. I had an appeal for the organ printed once upon
a time, and sent him a copy, and asked him to head the list. After
a bit he sent me a cheque for ten shillings and sixpence; and then
I wrote and thanked him, and said it would do very nicely to put a
new leg on the organ-stool if one should ever break. But he had the
last word, for when I went to the bank to cash the cheque, I found
it stopped.”

Westray laughed with a thin and tinkling merriment that
irritated Anastasia more than an honest guffaw.

“When he stuck at seven thousand eight hundred pounds for the
church, I tried to give you a helping hand with
the organ. I told him you lived in the house; would he not like to
see you? ‘Oh no, not now,’ he said; ‘some other
day.’”

“He is a chip of the old block,” the organist said again
bitterly. “Gather figs of thistles, if you will, but don’t expect
money from Blandamers.”

Anastasia’s thumb went into the curry as she lifted the dish,
but she did not notice it. She was only eager to get away, to place
herself outside the reach of these slanderous tongues, to hide
herself where she could unburden her heart of its bitterness. Mr
Sharnall fired one more shaft at her as she left the room.

“He takes after his grandfather in other ways besides
close-fistedness. The old man had a bad enough name with women, and
this man has a worse. They are a poor lot—lock, stock, and
barrel.”

Lord Blandamer had certainly been unhappy in the impression
which he created at Bellevue Lodge; a young lady had diagnosed his
countenance as hard and cruel, an architect had detected
niggardliness in his disposition, and an organist was resolved to
regard him at all hazards as a personal foe. It was fortunate
indeed for his peace of mind that he was completely unaware of
this, but, then, he might not perhaps have troubled much even if he
had known all about it. The only person who had a good word for him
was Miss Euphemia Joliffe. She woke up flushed, but refreshed,
after her nap, and found the supper-things washed and put away in
their places.

“My dear, my dear,” she said deprecatingly, “I am afraid I have
been asleep, and left all the work to you. You should not have done
this, Anastasia. You ought to have awakened me.” The flesh was
weak, and she was forced to hold her hand before her mouth for a
moment to conceal a yawn; but her mind reverted instinctively to
the great doings of the day, and she said with serene reflection:
“A very remarkable man, so dignified and yet so affable,
and very handsome too, my dear.”










Chapter 9

 


Among the letters which the postman brought to Bellevue Lodge on
the morning following these remarkable events was an envelope which
possessed a dreadful fascination. It bore a little coronet stamped
in black upon the flap, and “Edward Westray, Esquire, Bellevue
Lodge, Cullerne,” written on the front in a bold and clear hand.
But this was not all, for low in the left corner was the
inscription “Blandamer.” A single word, yet fraught with so
mystical an import that it set Anastasia’s heart beating fast as
she gave it to her aunt, to be taken upstairs with the architect’s
breakfast.

“There is a letter for you, sir, from Lord Blandamer,” Miss
Joliffe said, as she put down the tray on the table.

But the architect only grunted, and went on with ruler and
compass at the plan with which he was busy. Miss Joliffe would have
been more than woman had she not felt a burning curiosity to know
the contents of so important a missive; and to leave a nobleman’s
letter neglected on the table seemed to her little short of
sacrilege.

Never had breakfast taken longer to lay, and still there was the
letter lying by the tin cover, which (so near is grandeur to our
dust) concealed a simple bloater. Poor Miss Joliffe made a last
effort ere she left the room to bring Westray to a proper
appreciation of the situation.

“There is a letter for you, sir; I think it is from Lord
Blandamer.”

“Yes, yes,” the architect said sharply; “I will attend to it
presently.”

And so she retired, routed.

Westray’s nonchalance had been in part assumed. He was anxious
to show that he, at any rate, could rise superior to artificial
distinctions of rank, and was no more to be impressed by peers than
peasants. He kept up this philosophic indifference even after Miss
Joliffe left the room; for he took life very seriously, and felt
his duty towards himself to be at least as important as that
towards his neighbours. Resolution lasted till the second cup of
tea, and then he opened the letter.


“Dear Sir” (it began),

“I understood from you yesterday that the repairs to the north
transept of Cullerne Minster are estimated to cost 7,800 pounds.
This charge I should like to bear myself, and thus release for
other purposes of restoration the sum already collected. I am also
prepared to undertake whatever additional outlay is required to put
the whole building in a state of substantial repair. Will you
kindly inform Sir George Farquhar of this, and ask him to review
the scheme of restoration as modified by these considerations? I
shall be in Cullerne on Saturday next, and hope I may find you at
home if I call about five in the afternoon, and that you may then
have time to show me the church.

“I am, dear sir,

“Very truly yours,

“Blandamer.”



Westray had scanned the letter so rapidly that he knew its
contents by intuition rather than by the more prosaic method of
reading. Nor did he re-read it several times, as is generally
postulated by important communications in fiction; he simply held
it in his hand, and crumpled it unconsciously, while he thought. He
was surprised, and he was pleased—pleased at the wider vista of
activity that Lord Blandamer’s offer opened, and pleased that he
should be chosen as the channel through which an announcement of
such gravity was to be made. He felt, in short, that pleasurable
and confused excitement, that mental inebriation, which unexpected
good fortune is apt to produce in any except the strongest minds,
and went down to Mr Sharnall’s room still crumpling the letter in
his hand. The bloater was left to waste its sweetness on the
morning air.

“I have just received some extraordinary news,” he said, as he
opened the door.

Mr Sharnall was not altogether unprepared, for Miss Joliffe had
already informed him that a letter from Lord Blandamer had arrived
for Mr Westray; so he only said “Ah!” in a tone that implied
compassion for the lack of mental balance which allowed Westray to
be so easily astonished, and added “Ah, yes?” as a manifesto that
no sublunary catastrophe could possibly astonish him, Mr Sharnall.
But Westray’s excitement was cold-waterproof, and he read the
letter aloud with much jubilation.

“Well,” said the organist, “I don’t see much in it; seven
thousand pounds is nothing to him. When we have done all that we
ought to do, we are unprofitable servants.”

“It isn’t only seven thousand pounds; don’t you see he gives
carte-blanche for repairs in general? Why, it may be thirty or
forty thousand, or even more.”

“Don’t you wish you may get it?” the organist said, raising his
eyebrows and shutting his eyelids.

Westray was nettled.

“Oh, I think it’s mean to sneer at everything the man does. We
abused him yesterday as a niggard; let us have the grace to-day to
say we were mistaken.” He was afflicted with the over-scrupulosity
of a refined, but strictly limited mind, and his conscience smote
him. “I, at any rate, was quite mistaken,” he went on; “I quite
misinterpreted his hesitation when I mentioned the cost of the
transept repairs.”

“Your chivalrous sentiments do you the greatest credit,” the
organist said, “and I congratulate you on being able to change your
ideas so quickly. As for me, I prefer to stick to my first opinion.
It is all humbug; either he doesn’t mean to pay, or else he has
some plan of his own to push. I wouldn’t touch
his money with a barge-pole.”

“Oh no, of course not,” Westray said, with the exaggerated
sarcasm of a schoolboy in his tone. “If he was to offer a thousand
pounds to restore the organ, you wouldn’t take a penny of it.”

“He hasn’t offered a thousand yet,” rejoined the organist; “and
when he does, I’ll send him away with a flea in his ear.”

“That’s a very encouraging announcement for would-be
contributors,” Westray sneered; “they ought to come forward very
strongly after that.”

“Well, I must get on with some copying,” the organist said
dryly; and Westray went back to the bloater.

If Mr Sharnall was thus pitiably wanting in appreciation of a
munificent offer, the rest of Cullerne made no pretence of
imitating his example. Westray was too elated to keep the good news
to himself, nor did there appear, indeed, to be any reason for
making a secret of it. So he told the foreman-mason, and Mr Janaway
the clerk, and Mr Noot the curate, and lastly Canon Parkyn the
rector, whom he certainly ought to have told the first of all.
Thus, before the carillon of Saint Sepulchre’s played “New sabbath”
(See Appendix at the end of the volume) at three o’clock that
afternoon, the whole town was aware that the new Lord Blandamer had
been among them, and had promised to bear the cost of restoring the
great minster of which they were all so proud—so very much more
proud when their pride entailed no sordid considerations of
personal subscription.

Canon Parkyn was ruffled. Mrs Parkyn perceived it when he came
in to dinner at one o’clock, but, being a prudent woman, she did
not allude directly to his ill-humour, though she tried to dispel
it by leading the conversation to topics which experience had shown
her were soothing to him. Among such the historic visit of Sir
George Farquhar, and the deference which he had paid to the
Rector’s suggestions, occupied a leading position: but the mention
of the great architect’s name, was a signal for a fresh exhibition
of vexation on her husband’s part.

“I wish,” he said, “that Sir George would pay a little more
personal attention to the work at the minster. His representative,
this Mr—er—er—this Mr Westray, besides being, I fear, very
inexperienced and deficient in architectural knowledge, is a most
conceited young man, and constantly putting himself forward in an
unbecoming way. He came to me this morning with an exceedingly
strange communication—a letter from Lord Blandamer.”

Mrs Parkyn laid down her knife and fork.

“A letter from Lord Blandamer?” she said in unconcealed
amazement—“a letter from Lord Blandamer to Mr Westray!”

“Yes,” the Rector went on, losing some of his annoyance in the
pleasurable consciousness that his words created a profound
sensation—“a letter in which his lordship offers to bear in the
first place the cost of the repairs of the north transept, and
afterwards to make good any deficiency in the funds required for
the restoration of the rest of the fabric. Of course, I am very
loth to question any action taken by a member of the Upper House,
but at the same time I am compelled to characterise the proceeding
as most irregular. That such a communication should be made to a
mere clerk of the works, instead of to the Rector and duly
appointed guardian of the sacred edifice, is so grave a breach of
propriety that I am tempted to veto the matter entirely, and to
refuse to accept this offer.”

His face wore a look of sublime dignity, and he addressed his
wife as if she were a public meeting. Ruat coelum,
Canon Parkyn was not to be moved a hair’s-breadth from the line
traced by propriety and rectitude. He knew in his inmost heart that
under no possible circumstances would he have refused any gift that
was offered him, yet his own words had about them so heroic a ring
that for a moment he saw himself dashing Lord Blandamer’s money on
the floor, as early Christians had flung to the wind that pinch of
incense that would have saved them from the lions.

“I think I must refuse this offer,” he
repeated.

Mrs Parkyn knew her husband intimately—more intimately, perhaps,
than he knew himself—and had an additional guarantee that the
discussion was merely academic in the certainty that, even were he
really purposed to refuse the offer, she would
not allow him to do so. Yet she played the game,
and feigned to take him seriously.

“I quite appreciate your scruples, my dear; they are just what
anyone who knew you would expect. It is a positive affront that you
should be told of such a proposal by this impertinent young man;
and Lord Blandamer has so strange a reputation himself that one
scarcely knows how far it is right to accept anything from him for
sacred purposes. I honour your reluctance. Perhaps
it would be right for you to decline this
proposal, or, at any rate, to take time for consideration.”

The Rector looked furtively at his wife. He was a little alarmed
at her taking him so readily at his word. He had hoped that she
would be dismayed—that she could have brought proper arguments to
bear to shake his high resolve.

“Ah, your words have unwittingly reminded me of my chief
difficulty in refusing. It is the sacred purpose which makes me
doubt my own judgment. It would be a painful reflection to think
that the temple should suffer by my refusing this gift. Maybe I
should be yielding to my own petulance or personal motives if I
were to decline. I must not let my pride stand in the way of higher
obligations.”

He concluded in his best pulpit manner, and the farce was soon
at an end. It was agreed that the gift must be accepted, that
proper measures should be taken to rebuke Mr Westray’s presumption,
as he had no doubt induced Lord Blandamer to
select so improper a channel of communication, and that the Rector
should himself write direct to thank the noble donor. So, after
dinner, Canon Parkyn retired to his “study,” and composed a
properly fulsome letter, in which he attributed all the noblest
possible motives and qualities to Lord Blandamer, and invoked all
the most unctuously conceived blessings upon his head. And at
teatime the letter was perused and revised by Mrs Parkyn, who added
some finishing touches of her own, especially a preamble which
stated that Canon Parkyn had been informed by the clerk of the
works that Lord Blandamer had expressed a desire to write to Canon
Parkyn to make a certain offer, but had asked the clerk of the
works to find out first whether such an offer would be acceptable
to Canon Parkyn, and a peroration which hoped that Lord Blandamer
would accept the hospitality of the Rectory on the occasion of his
next visit to Cullerne.

The letter reached Lord Blandamer at Fording the next morning as
he sat over a late breakfast, with a Virgil open on the table by
his coffee-cup. He read the Rector’s stilted periods without a
smile, and made a mental note that he would at once send a
specially civil acknowledgment. Then he put it carefully into his
pocket, and turned back to the Di patrii indigetes et
Romule Vestaque Mater of the First Georgic, which he was
committing to memory, and banished the invitation so completely
from his mind that he never thought of it again till he was in
Cullerne a week later.

Lord Blandamer’s visit, and the offer which he had made for the
restoration of the church, formed the staple of Cullerne
conversation for a week. All those who had been fortunate enough to
see or to speak to him discussed him with one another, and compared
notes. Scarcely a detail of his personal appearance, of his voice
or manner escaped them; and so infectious was this interest that
some who had never seen him at all were misled by their excitement
into narrating how he had stopped them in the street to ask the way
to the architect’s lodgings, and how he had made so many striking
and authentic remarks that it was wonderful that he had ever
reached Bellevue Lodge at all that night. Clerk Janaway, who was
sorely chagrined to think that he should have missed an opportunity
of distinguished converse, declared that he had felt the stranger’s
grey eyes go through and through him like a knife, and had only
made believe to stop him entering the choir, in order to convince
himself by the other’s masterful insistence that his own intuition
was correct. He had known all the time, he said, that he was
speaking to none other than Lord Blandamer.

Westray thought the matter important enough to justify him in
going to London to consult Sir George Farquhar, as to the changes
in the scheme of restoration which Lord Blandamer’s munificence
made possible; but Mr Sharnall, at any rate, was left to listen to
Miss Joliffe’s recollections, surmises, and panegyrics.

In spite of all the indifference which the organist had affected
when he first heard the news, he showed a surprising readiness to
discuss the affair with all comers, and exhibited no trace of his
usual impatience with Miss Joliffe, so long as she was talking of
Lord Blandamer. To Anastasia it seemed as if he could talk of
nothing else, and the more she tried to check him by her silence or
by change of subject, the more bitterly did he return to the
attack.

The only person to exhibit no interest in this unhappy nobleman,
who had outraged propriety by offering to contribute to the
restoration of the minster, was Anastasia herself; and even
tolerant Miss Joliffe was moved to chide her niece’s apathy in this
particular.

“I do not think it becomes us, love, young or old, to take so
little notice of great and good deeds. Mr Sharnall is, I fear,
discontented with the station of life to which it has pleased
Providence to call him, and I am less surprised
at his not always giving praise where praise
should be given; but with the young it is different. I am sure if
anyone had offered to restore Wydcombe Church when I was a girl—and
specially a nobleman—I should have been as delighted, or nearly as
delighted, as if he—as if I had been given a new frock.” She
altered the “as if he had given me” which was upon her tongue
because the proposition, even for purposes of illustration, that a
nobleman could ever have offered her a new frock seemed to have in
itself something of the scandalous and unfitting.

“I should have been delighted, but, dear me! in those days
people were so blind as never to think of restorations. We used to
sit in quite comfortable seats every Sunday,
with cushions and hassocks, and the aisles were paved with
flagstones—simple worn flagstones, and none of the caustic tiles
which look so much more handsome; though I am always afraid I am
going to slip, and glad to be off them, they are so hard and shiny.
Church matters were very behindhand then. All round the walls were
tablets that people had put up to their relations, white caskets on
black marble slates, and urns and cherubs’ heads, and just opposite
where I used to sit a poor lady, whose name I have forgotten,
weeping under a willow-tree. No doubt they were very much out of
place in the sanctuary, as the young gentleman said in his lecture
on ‘How to make our Churches Beautiful’ in the Town Hall last
winter. He called them ‘mural blisters,’ my dear, but there was no
talk of removing them in my young days, and that was, I dare say,
because there was no one to give the money for it. But now, here is
this good young nobleman, Lord Blandamer, come forward so
handsomely, and I have no doubt at Cullerne all will be much
improved ere long. We are not meant to lollat our
devotions, as the lecturer told us. That was his word, to
‘loll’; and they will be sure to take away the baize and
hassocks, though I do hope there will be a little strip
ofsomething on the seats; the bare wood is apt to
make one ache sometimes. I should not say it to anyone else in the
world but you, but it does make me ache a little
sometimes; and when the caustic is put down in the aisle, I shall
take your arm, my dear, to save me from slipping. Here is Lord
Blandamer going to do all this for us, and you do not show yourself
in the least grateful. It is not becoming in a young girl.”

“Dear aunt, what would you have me do? I cannot go and thank him
publicly in the name of the town. That would be still more
unbecoming; and I am sure I hope they will not do all the dreadful
things in the church that you speak of. I love the old monuments,
and like lolling much better than bare
forms.”

So she would laugh the matter off; but if she could not be
induced to talk of Lord Blandamer, she thought of him the more, and
rehearsed again and again in day-dreams and in night-dreams every
incident of that momentous Saturday afternoon, from the first bars
of the overture, when he had revealed in so easy and simple a way
that he was none other than Lord Blandamer, to the ringing down of
the curtain, when he turned to look back—to that glance when his
eyes had seemed to meet hers, although she was hidden behind a
blind, and he could not have guessed that she was there.

Westray came back from London with the scheme of restoration
reconsidered and amplified in the light of altered circumstances,
and with a letter for Lord Blandamer in which Sir George Farquhar
hoped that the munificent donor would fix a day on which Sir George
might come down to Cullerne to offer his respects, and to discuss
the matter in person. Westray had looked forward all the week to
the appointment which he had with Lord Blandamer for five o’clock
on the Saturday afternoon, and had carefully thought out the route
which he would pursue in taking him round the church. He returned
to Bellevue Lodge at a quarter to five, and found his visitor
already awaiting him. Miss Joliffe was, as usual, at her Saturday
meeting, but Anastasia told Westray that Lord Blandamer had been
waiting more than half an hour.

“I must apologise, my lord, for keeping you waiting,” Westray
said, as he went in. “I feared I had made some mistake in the time
of our meeting, but I see it was five that your
note named.” And he held out the open letter which he had taken
from his pocket.

“The mistake is entirely mine,” Lord Blandamer admitted with a
smile, as he glanced at his own instructions; “I fancied I had said
four o’clock; but I have been very glad of a few minutes to write
one or two letters.”

“We can post them on our way to the church; they will just catch
the mail.”

“Ah, then I must wait till to-morrow; there are some enclosures
which I have not ready at this moment.”

They set out together for the minster, and Lord Blandamer looked
back as they crossed the street.

“The house has a good deal of character,” he said, “and might be
made comfortable enough with a little repair. I must ask my agent
to see what can be arranged; it does not do me much credit as
landlord in its present state.”

“Yes, it has a good many interesting features,” Westray
answered; “you know its history, of course—I mean that it was an
old inn.”

He had turned round as his companion turned, and for an instant
thought he saw something moving behind the blind in Mr Sharnall’s
room. But he must have been mistaken; only Anastasia was in the
house, and she was in the kitchen, for he had called to her as they
went out to say that he might be late for tea.

Westray thoroughly enjoyed the hour and a half which the light
allowed him for showing and explaining the church. Lord Blandamer
exhibited what is called, so often by euphemism, an intelligent
interest in all that he saw, and was at no pains either to conceal
or display a very adequate architectural knowledge. Westray
wondered where he had acquired it, though he asked no questions;
but before the inspection was ended he found himself unconsciously
talking to his companion of technical points, as to a professional
equal and not to an amateur. They stopped for a moment under the
central tower.

“I feel especially grateful,” Westray said, “for your generosity
in giving us a free hand for all fabric work, because we shall now
be able to tackle the tower. Nothing will ever induce me to believe
that all is right up there. The arches are extraordinarily wide and
thin for their date. You will laugh when I tell you that I
sometimes think I hear them crying for repair, and especially that
one on the south with the jagged crack in the wall above it. Now
and then, when I am alone in the church or the tower, I seem to
catch their very words. ‘The arch never sleeps,’ they say; ‘we
never sleep.’”

“It is a romantic idea,” Lord Blandamer said. “Architecture is
poetry turned into stone, according to the old aphorism, and you,
no doubt, have something of the poet in you.”

He glanced at the thin and rather bloodless face, and at the
high cheekbones of the water-drinker as he spoke. Lord Blandamer
never made jokes, and very seldom was known to laugh, yet if anyone
but Westray had been with him, they might have fancied that there
was a whimsical tone in his words, and a trace of amusement in the
corners of his eyes. But the architect did not see it, and coloured
slightly as he went on:

“Well, perhaps you are right; I suppose architecture does
inspire one. The first verses I ever wrote, or the first, at least,
that I ever had printed, were on the Apse of Tewkesbury Abbey. They
came out in the Gloucester Herald, and I dare say I
shall scribble something about these arches some day.”

“Do,” said Lord Blandamer, “and send me a copy. This place ought
to have its poet, and it is much safer to write verses to arches
than to arched eyebrows.”

Westray coloured again, and put his hand in his breast-pocket.
Could he have been so foolish as to leave those half-finished lines
on his desk for Lord Blandamer or anyone else to see? No, they were
quite safe; he could feel the sharp edge of the paper folded
lengthways, which differentiated them from ordinary letters.

“We shall just have time to go up to the roof-space, if you care
to do so,” he suggested, changing the subject. “I should like to
show you the top of the transept groining, and explain what we are
busy with at present. It is always more or less dark up there, but
we shall find lanterns.”

“Certainly, with much pleasure.” And they climbed the newel
staircase that was carried in the north-east pier.

Clerk Janaway had been hovering within a safe distance of them
as they went their round. He was nominally busy in “putting things
straight” for the Sunday, before the church was shut up; and had
kept as much out of sight as was possible, remembering how he had
withstood Lord Blandamer to the face a week before. Yet he was
anxious to meet him, as it were, by accident, and explain that he
had acted in ignorance of the real state of affairs; but no
favourable opportunity for such an explanation presented itself.
The pair had gone up to the roof, and the clerk was preparing to
lock up—for Westray had a key of his own—when he heard someone
coming up the nave.

It was Mr Sharnall, who carried a pile of music-books under his
arm.

“Hallo!” he said to the clerk, “what
makes you so late? I expected to have to let
myself in. I thought you would have been off an hour ago.”

“Well, things took a bit longer to-night than usual to put
away.” He broke off, for there was a little noise somewhere above
them in the scaffolding, and went on in what was meant for a
whisper: “Mr Westray’s taking his lordship round; they’re up in the
roof now. D’ye hear ’em?”

“Lordship! What lordship? D’you mean that fellow Blandamer?”

“Yes, that’s just who I do mean. But I don’t know as how he’s a
fellow, and he is a lordship; so that’s why I
call him a lordship and not a fellow. And mid I ask what he’s been
doing to set your back up? Why don’t you wait
here for him, and talk to him about the organ? Maybe, now he’s in
the giving mood, he’d set it right for ’ee, or anyways give ’ee
that little blowin’-engine you talk so much about. Why do ’ee
always go about showin’ your teeth?—metaforally, I mean, for you
haven’t that many real ones left to make much show—why ain’t you
like other folk sometimes? Shall I tell ’ee? ’Cause you wants to be
young when you be old, and rich when you be poor. That’s why. That
makes ’ee miserable, and then you drinks to drown it. Take my
advice, and act like other folk. I’m nigh a score of years older
than you, and take a vast more pleasure in my life than when I was
twenty. The neighbours and their ways tickle me now, and my pipe’s
sweeter; and there’s many a foolish thing a young man does that age
don’t give an old one the chanst to. You’ve spoke straight to me,
and now I’ve spoke straight to you, ’cause I’m a straight-speaking
man, and have no call to be afraid of anyone—lord or fellow or
organist. So take an old man’s word: cheer up, and wait on my lord,
and get him to give ’ee a new organ.”

“Bah!” said Mr Sharnall, who was far too used to Janaway’s
manner to take umbrage or pay attention to it. “Bah! I hate all
Blandamers. I wish they were as dead and buried as dodos; and I’m
not at all sure they aren’t. I’m not at all sure, mind you, that
this strutting peacock has any more right to the name of Blandamer
than you or I have. I’m sick of all this wealth. No one’s thought
anything of to-day, who can’t build a church or a museum or a
hospital. ‘So long as thou doest well unto thyself,
men will speak good of thee.’ If you’ve got the money, you’re
everything that’s wonderful, and if you haven’t, you may go rot. I
wish all Blandamers were in their graves,” he said, raising his
thin and strident voice till it rang again in the vault above, “and
wrapped up in their nebuly coat for a shroud. I should like to
fling a stone through their damned badge.” And he pointed to the
sea-green and silver shield high up in the transept window.
“Sunlight and moonlight, it is always there. I used to like to come
down and play here to the bats of a full moon, till I
saw that would always look into the loft and
haunt me.”

He thumped his pile of books down on a seat, and flung out of
the church. He had evidently been drinking, and the clerk made his
escape at the same time, being anxious not to be identified with
sentiments which had been so loudly enunciated that he feared those
in the roof might have overheard them.

Lord Blandamer wished Westray good-night at the church-door,
excusing himself from an invitation to tea on the ground of
business which necessitated his return to Fording.

“We must spend another afternoon in the minster,” he said. “I
hope you will allow me to write to make an appointment. I am afraid
that it may possibly be for a Saturday again, for I am much
occupied at present during the week.”

 

Clerk Janaway lived not far from the church, in Governor’s Lane.
No one knew whence its name was derived, though Dr Ennefer thought
that the Military Governour might have had his quarters thereabouts
when Cullerne was held for the Parliament. Serving as a means of
communication between two quiet back-streets, it was itself more
quiet than either, and yet; for all this, had about it a certain
air of comfort and well-being. The passage of vehicles was barred
at either end by old cannon. Their breeches were buried in the
ground, and their muzzles stood up as sturdy iron posts, while the
brown cobbles of the roadway sloped to a shallow stone gutter which
ran down the middle of the lane. Custom ordained that the houses
should be coloured with a pink wash; and the shutters, which were a
feature of the place, shone in such bright colours as to recall a
Dutch town.

Shutter-painting was indeed an event of some importance in
Governour’s Lane. Not a few of its inhabitants had followed the sea
as fishermen or smack-owners, and when fortune so smiled on them
that they could retire, and there were no more boats to be painted,
shutters and doors and window-frames came in to fill the gap. So,
on a fine morning, when the turpentine oozing from cracks, and the
warm smell of blistering varnish brought to Governour’s Lane the
first tokens of returning summer, might have been seen
sexagenarians and septuagenarians, and some so strong that they had
come to fourscore years, standing paint-pot and paint-brush in
hand, while they gave a new coat to the woodwork of their
homes.

They were a kindly folk, open of face, and fresh-complexioned,
broad in the beam, and vested as to their bodies in dark blue,
brass-buttoned pilot coats. Insuperable smokers, inexhaustible
yarn-spinners, they had long welcomed Janaway as a kindred
spirit—the more so that in their view a clerk and grave-digger was
in some measure an expert in things unseen, who might anon assist
in piloting them on that last cruise for which some had already the
Blue Peter at the fore.

A myrtle-bush which grew out of a hole in the cobbles was
carefully trained against the front of a cottage in the middle of
the row, and a brass plate on the door informed the wayfarer and
ignorant man that “T. Janaway, Sexton,” dwelt within. About eight
o’clock on the Saturday evening, some two hours after Lord
Blandamer and Westray had parted, the door of the myrtle-fronted
cottage was open, and the clerk stood on the threshold smoking his
pipe, while from within came a cheerful, ruddy light and a
well-defined smell of cooking; for Mrs Janaway was preparing
supper.

“Tom,” she called, “shut the door, and come to thy
victuals.”

“Ay,” he answered, “I’ll be with ’ee directly; but gi’e me a
minute. I want to see who this is coming up the lane.”

Someone that the clerk knew at once for a stranger had entered
the little street at the bottom. There was half a moon, and light
enough to see that he was in search of some particular house; for
he crossed from one side of the lane to the other, and peered at
the numbers on the doors. As he came nearer, the clerk saw that he
was of spare build, and wore a loose overcoat or cape, which
fluttered in the breeze that blew at evening from the sea. A moment
later Janaway knew that the stranger was Lord Blandamer, and
stepped back instinctively to let him pass. But the open door had
caught the attention of the passer-by; he stopped, and greeted the
householder cheerily.

“A beautiful night, but with a cold touch in the air that makes
your warm room look very cheerful.” He recognised the clerk’s face
as he spoke, and went on: “Ah, ha! we are old friends already; we
met in the minster a week ago, did we not?”

Mr Janaway was a little disconcerted at the unexpectedness of
the meeting, and returned the salutation in a confused way. The
attempt which he had made to prevent Lord Blandamer from entering
the choir was fresh in his memory, and he stammered some unready
excuses.

Lord Blandamer smiled with much courtesy.

“You were quite right to stop me; you would have been neglecting
your duty if you had not done so. I had no idea that service was
going on, or I should not have come in; you may make your mind
quite easy on that score. I hope you will have many more
opportunities of finding a place for me in Cullerne Church.”

“No need to find any place for you, my Lord. You
have your own seat appointed and fixed, as sure as Canon Parkyn,
and your own arms painted up clear on the back of it. Don’t you
trouble for that. It is all laid down in the statutes, and I shall
make the very same obeisance for your lordship when you take your
seat as for my Lord Bishop. ‘Two inclinations of the body, the mace
being held in the right hand, and supported on the left arm.’ I
cannot say more fair than that, for only royalties have three
inclinations, and none of them has ever been to church in my
time—no, nor yet a Lord Blandamer neither, since the day that your
dear father and mother, what you never knew, was buried.”

Mrs Janaway drummed with her knuckles on the supper-table, in
amazement that her husband should dare to stand chattering at the
door when she had told him that the meal was ready. But, as the
conversation revealed by degrees the stranger’s identity, curiosity
to see the man whose name was in all Cullerne mouths got the better
of her, and she came curtseying to the door.

Lord Blandamer flung the flapping cape of his overcoat over the
left shoulder in a way that made the clerk think of foreigners, and
of woodcuts of Italian opera in a bound volume of
theIllustrated London News which he studied on Sunday
evenings.

“I must be moving on,” said the visitor, with a shiver. “I must
not keep you standing here; there is a very chill air this
evening.”

Then Mrs Janaway was seized with a sudden temerity.

“Will your lordship not step in and warm yourself for a moment?”
she interposed. “We have a clear fire burning, if you will overlook
the smell of cooking.”

The clerk trembled for a moment at his wife’s boldness, but Lord
Blandamer accepted the invitation with alacrity.

“Thank you very much,” said he; “I should be very glad to rest a
few minutes before my train leaves. Pray make no apology for the
smell of cookery; it is very appetising, especially at
supper-time.”

He spoke as if he took supper every evening, and had never heard
of a late dinner in his life; and five minutes later he sat at
table with Mr and Mrs Janaway. The cloth was of roughest homespun,
but clean; the knives and forks handled in old green horn, and the
piece-of-resistance tripe; but the guest made an excellent
meal.

“Some folk think highly of squash tripe or ribband tripe,” the
clerk said meditatively, looking at the empty dish; “but they don’t
compare, according to my taste, with cushion tripe.” He was
emboldened to make these culinary remarks by that moral elevation
which comes to every properly-constituted host, when a guest has
eaten heartily of the viands set before him.

“No,” Lord Blandamer said, “there can be no doubt that cushion
tripe is the best.”

“Quite as much depends upon the cooking as upon the tripe
itself,” remarked Mrs Janaway, bridling at the thought that her art
had been left out of the reckoning; “a bad cook will spoil the best
tripe. There are many ways of doing it, but a little milk and a
leek is the best for me.”

“You cannot beat it,” Lord Blandamer assented—“you cannot beat
it”—and then went on suggestively: “Have you ever tried a sprig of
mace with it?”

No, Mrs Janaway had never heard of that; nor, indeed, had Lord
Blandamer either, if the point had been pushed; but she promised to
use it the very next time, and hoped that the august visitor would
honour them again when it was to be tasted.

“’Tis only Saturday nights that we can get the cushion,” she
went on; “and it’s well it don’t come oftener, for we couldn’t
afford it. No woman ever had a call to have a better husband nor
Thomas, who spends little enough on hisself. He don’t touch nothing
but tea, sir, but Saturday nights we treat ourselves to a little
tripe, which is all the more convenient in that it is very
strengthening, and my husband’s duties on Sunday being that
urgent-like. So, if your lordship is fond of tripe, and passing
another Saturday night, and will do us the honour, you will always
find something ready.”

“Thank you very much for your kind invitation,” Lord Blandamer
said; “I shall certainly take you at your word, the more so that
Saturday is the day on which I am oftenest in Cullerne, or, I
should say, have happened to be lately.”

“There’s poor and poor,” said the clerk reflectively;
“and we’re poor, but we’re happy; but there’s Mr
Sharnall poor and unhappy. ‘Mr Sharnall,’ says I to him, ‘many a
time have I heard my father say over a pot of tenpenny, “Here’s to
poverty in a plug-hole, and a man with a wooden leg to trample it
down;” but you never puts your poverty in a plug-hole, much less
tramples it down. You always has it out and airs it, and makes
yourself sad with thinking of it. ’Tisn’t because you’re poor that
you’re sad; ’tis because you think you’re poor,
and talk so much about it. You’re not so poor as we, only you have
so many grievances.’”

“Ah, you are speaking of the organist?” Lord Blandamer asked. “I
fancy it was he who was talking with you in the minster this
afternoon, was it not?”

The clerk felt embarrassed once more, for he remembered Mr
Sharnall’s violent talk, and how his anathema of all Blandamers had
rang out in the church.

“Yes,” he said; “poor organist was talking a little wild; he
gets took that way sometimes, what with his grievances, and a
little drop of the swanky what he takes to drown them. Then he
talks loud; but I hope your lordship didn’t hear all his
foolishness.”

“Oh dear no; I was engaged at the time with the architect,” Lord
Blandamer said; but his tone made Janaway think that Mr Sharnall’s
voice had carried further than was convenient. “I did not hear what
he said, but he seemed to be much put out. I chatted with him in
the church some days ago; he did not know who I was, but I gathered
that he bore no very good will to my family.”

Mrs Janaway saw it was a moment for prudent words. “Don’t pay no
manner of attention to him, if I may make so bold as to advise your
lordship,” she said; “he talks against my husband just as well. He
is crazy about his organ, and thinks he ought to have a new one,
or, at least, a waterworks to blow it, like what they have at
Carisbury. Don’t pay no attention to him; no one minds what
Sharnall says in Cullerne.”

The clerk was astonished at his wife’s wisdom, yet apprehensive
as to how it might be taken. But Lord Blandamer bowed his head
graciously by way of thanks for sage counsel, and went on:

“Was there not some queer man at Cullerne who thought he was
kept out of his rights, and should be in my place—who thought, I
mean, he ought to be Lord Blandamer?”

The question was full of indifference, and there was a little
smile of pity on his face; but the clerk remembered how Mr Sharnall
had said something about a strutting peacock, and that there were
no real Blandamers left, and was particularly ill at ease.

“Oh yes,” he answered after a moment’s pause, “there was a poor
doited body who, saving your presence, had some cranks of that
kind; and, more by token, Mr Sharnall lived in the same house with
him, and so I dare say he has got touched with the same craze.”

Lord Blandamer took out a cigar instinctively, and then,
remembering that there was a lady present, put it back into his
case and went on:

“Oh, he lived in the same house with Mr Sharnall, did he? I
should like to hear more of this story; it naturally interests me.
What was his name?”

“His name was Martin Joliffe,” said the clerk quickly, being
surprised into eagerness by the chance of telling a story; and then
the whole tale of Martin, and Martin’s father and mother and
daughter, as he had told it to Westray, was repeated for Lord
Blandamer.

The night was far advanced before the history came to an end,
and the local policeman walked several times up and down
Governour’s Lane, and made pauses before Mr Janaway’s house, being
surprised to see a window lighted so late. Lord Blandamer must have
changed his intention of going by train, for the gates of Cullerne
station had been locked for hours, and the boiler of the decrepit
branch-line engine was cooling in its shed.

“It is an interesting tale, and you tell tales well,” he said,
as he got up and put on his coat. “All good things must have an
end, but I hope to see you again ere long.” He shook hands with
hostess and host, drained the pot of beer that had been fetched
from a public-house, with a “Here’s to poverty in a plug-hole, and
a man with a wooden leg to trample it down,” and was gone.

A minute later the policeman, coming back for yet another
inspection of the lighted window, passed a man of middle height,
who wore a loose overcoat, with the cape tossed lightly over the
left shoulder. The stranger walked briskly, and hummed an air as he
went, turning his face up to the stars and the wind-swept sky, as
if entirely oblivious of all sublunary things. A midnight stranger
in Governour’s Lane was even more surprising than a lighted window,
and the policeman had it in his mind to stop him and ask his
business. But before he could decide on so vigorous a course of
action, the moment was past, and the footsteps were dying away in
the distance.

The clerk was pleased with himself, and proud of his success as
a story-teller.

“That’s a clever, understanding sort of chap,” he said to his
wife, as they went to bed; “he knows a good tale when he hears
one.”

“Don’t you be too proud of yourself, my man,” answered she;
“there’s more in that tale than your telling, I warrant you, for my
lord to think about.”










Chapter 10

 


The extension of the scheme of restoration which Lord
Blandamer’s liberality involved, made it necessary that Westray
should more than once consult Sir George Farquhar in London. On
coming back to Cullerne from one of these visits on a Saturday
night, he found his meal laid in Mr Sharnall’s room.

“I thought you would not mind our having supper together,” Mr
Sharnall said. “I don’t know how it is, I always feel gloomy just
when the winter begins, and the dark sets in so soon. It is all
right later on; I rather enjoy the long evenings and a good fire,
when I can afford a good one, but at first it is a little gloomy.
So come and have supper with me. There is a good
fire to-night, and a bit of driftwood that I got specially for your
benefit.”

They talked of indifferent subjects during the meal, though once
or twice it seemed to Westray that the organist gave
inconsequential replies, as though he were thinking of something
else. This was no doubt the case, for, after they had settled
before the fire, and the lambent blue flames of the driftwood had
been properly admired, Mr Sharnall began with a hesitating
cough:

“A rather curious thing happened this afternoon. When I got back
here after evening-service, who should I find waiting in my room
but that Blandamer fellow. There was no light and no fire, for I
had thought if we lit the fire late we could afford a better one.
He was sitting at one end of the window-seat, damn him!”—(the
expletive was caused by Mr Sharnall remembering that this was
Anastasia’s favourite seat, and his desire to reprobate the use of
it by anyone else)—“but got up, of course, as I came in, and made a
vast lot of soft speeches. He must really apologise for such an
intrusion. He had come to see Mr Westray, but found that Mr Westray
had unfortunately been called away. He had taken the liberty of
waiting a few minutes in Mr Sharnall’s room. He was anxious to have
a few moments’ conversation with Mr Sharnall, and so on, and so on.
You know how I hate palaver, and how I disliked—how I dislike” (he
corrected himself)—“the man; but he took me at a disadvantage, you
see, for here he was actually in my room, and one cannot be so rude
in one’s own room as one can in other people’s. I felt responsible,
too, to some extent for his having had to wait without fire or
light, though why he shouldn’t have lit the gas himself I’m sure I
don’t know. So I talked more civilly than I meant to, and then,
just at the moment that I was hoping to get rid of him, Anastasia,
who it seems was the only person at home, must needs come in to ask
if I was ready for my tea. You may imagine my disgust, but there
was nothing for it but to ask him if he would like a cup of tea. I
never dreamt of his taking it, but he did; and so, behold! there we
were hobnobbing over the tea-table as if we were cronies.”

Westray was astonished. Mr Sharnall had rebuked him so short a
time before for not having repulsed Lord Blandamer’s advances that
he could scarcely understand such a serious falling away from all
the higher principles of hatred and malice as were implied in this
tea-drinking. His experience of life had been as yet too limited to
convince him that most enmities and antipathies, being theoretical
rather than actual, are apt to become mitigated, or to disappear
altogether on personal contact—that it is, in fact, exceedingly
hard to keep hatred at concert-pitch, or to be consistently rude to
a person face to face who has a pleasant manner and a desire to
conciliate.

Perhaps Mr Sharnall read Westray’s surprise in his face, for he
went on with a still more apologetic manner:

“That is not the worst of it; he has put me in a most awkward
position. I must admit that I found his conversation amusing
enough. We spoke a good deal of music, and he showed a surprising
knowledge of the subject, and a correct taste; I do not know where
he has got it from.”

“I found exactly the same thing with his architecture,” Westray
said. “We started to go round the minster as master and pupil, but
before we finished I had an uncomfortable impression that he knew
more about it than I did—at least, from the archaeologic point of
view.”

“Ah!” said the organist, with that indifference with which a
person who wishes to recount his own experiences listens to those
of someone else, however thrilling they may be. “Well, his taste
was singularly refined. He showed a good acquaintance with the
contrapuntists of the last century, and knew several of my own
works. A very curious thing this. He said he had been in some
cathedral—I forget which—heard the service, and been so struck with
it that he went afterwards to look it up on the bill, and found it
was Sharnall in D flat. He hadn’t the least idea that it was mine
till we began to talk. I haven’t had that service by me for years;
I wrote it at Oxford for the Gibbons’ prize; it has a fugal
movement in the Gloria, ending with a tonic
pedal-point that you would like. I must look it up.”

“Yes, I should like to hear it,” Westray said, more to fill the
interval while the speaker took breath than from any great interest
in the matter.

“So you shall—so you shall,” went on the organist; “you will
find the pedal-point adds immensely to the effect. Well, by degrees
we came to talking of the organ. It so happens that we had spoken
of it the very first day I met him in the church, though you know
I never talk about my instrument, do I? At that
time it didn’t strike me that he was so well up in the matter, but
now he seemed to know all about it, and so I gave him my ideas as
to what ought to be done. Then, before I knew where I was, he cut
in with, ‘Mr Sharnall, what you say interests me immensely; you put
things in such a lucid way that even an outsider like myself can
understand them. It would be a thousand pities if neglect were
permanently to injure this sweet-toned instrument that Father Smith
made so long ago. It is no use restoring the church without the
organ, so you must draw up a specification of the repairs and
additions required, and understand that anything you suggest shall
be done. In the meantime pray order at once the water-engine and
new pedal-board of which you speak, and inform me as to the cost.’
He took me quite aback, and was gone before I had time to say
anything. It puts me in a very equivocal position; I have such an
antipathy to the man. I shall refuse his offer point-blank. I will
not put myself under any obligation to such a man. You would refuse
in my position? You would write a strong letter of refusal at once,
would you not?”

Westray was of a guileless disposition, and apt to assume that
people meant what they said. It seemed to him a matter for much
regret that Mr Sharnall’s independence, however lofty, should stand
in the way of so handsome a benefaction, and he was at pains to
elaborate and press home all the arguments that he could muster to
shake the organist’s resolve. The offer was kindly-meant; he was
sure that Mr Sharnall took a wrong view of Lord Blandamer’s
character—that Mr Sharnall was wrong in imputing motives to Lord
Blandamer. What motives could he have except the best? and however
much Mr Sharnall might personally refuse, how was a man to be
stopped eventually from repairing an organ which stood so
manifestly in need of repair?

Westray spoke earnestly, and was gratified to see the effect
which his eloquence produced on Mr Sharnall. It is so rarely that
argument prevails to change opinion that the young man was
flattered to see that the considerations which he was able to
marshal were strong enough, at any rate, to influence Mr Sharnall’s
determination.

Well, perhaps there was something in what Mr Westray said. Mr
Sharnall would think it over. He would not write the letter of
refusal that night; he could write to refuse the next day quite as
well. In the meantime he would see to the new
pedal-board, and order the water-engine. Ever since he had seen the
water-engine at Carisbury, he had been convinced that sooner or
later they must have one at Cullerne. It must be
ordered; they could decide later on whether it should be paid for
by Lord Blandamer, or should be charged to the general restoration
fund.

This conclusion, however inconclusive, was certainly a triumph
for Westray’s persuasive oratory, but his satisfaction was
chastened by some doubts as to how far he was justified in
assailing the scrupulous independence which had originally prompted
Mr Sharnall to refuse to have anything to do with Lord Blandamer’s
offer. If Mr Sharnall had scruples in the matter, ought not he,
Westray, to have respected those scruples? Was it not tampering
with rectitude to have overcome them by a too persuasive
rhetoric?

His doubts were not allayed by the observation that Mr Sharnall
himself had severely felt the strain of this mental quandary, for
the organist said that he was upset by so difficult a question, and
filled himself a bumper of whisky to steady his nerves. At the same
time he took down from a shelf two or three notebooks and a mass of
loose papers, which he spread open upon the table before him.
Westray looked at them with a glance of unconscious inquiry.

“I must really get to work at these things again,” said the
organist; “I have been dreadfully negligent of late. They are a lot
of papers and notes that Martin Joliffe left behind him. Poor Miss
Euphemia never had the heart to go through them. She was going to
burn them just as they were, but I said, ‘Oh, you mustn’t do that;
turn them over to me. I will look into them, and see whether there
is anything worth keeping.’ So I took them, but haven’t done nearly
as much as I ought, what with one interruption and another. It’s
always sad going through a dead man’s papers, but sadder when
they’re all that’s left of a life’s labour—lost labour, so far as
Martin was concerned, for he was taken away just when he began to
see daylight. ‘We brought nothing into this world, and it is
certain that we shall carry nothing out.’ When that comes into my
mind, I think rather of the little things than
of gold or lands. Intimate letters that a man treasured more than
money; little tokens of which the clue has died with him; the
unfinished work to which he was coming back, and never came; even
the unpaid bills that worried him; for death transfigures all, and
makes the commonplace pathetic.”

He stopped for a moment. Westray said nothing, being surprised
at this momentary softening of the other’s mood.

“Yes, it’s sad enough,” the organist resumed; “all these papers
are nebuly coat—the sea-green and silver.”

“He was quite mad, I suppose?” Westray said.

“Everyone except me will tell you so,” replied the organist;
“but I’m not so very sure after all that there wasn’t a good deal
more in it than madness. That’s all that I can say just now, but
those of us who live will see. There is a queer tradition
hereabout. I don’t know how long ago it started, but people say
that there is some mystery about the Blandamer
descent, and that those in possession have no right to what they
hold. But there is something else. Many have tried to solve the
riddle, and some, you may depend, have been very hot on the track.
But just as they come to the touch, something takes them off;
that’s what happened to Martin. I saw him the very day he died.
‘Sharnall,’ he said to me, ‘if I can last out forty-eight hours
more, you may take off your hat to me, and say “My lord.”’

“But the nebuly coat was too much for him; he had to die. So
don’t you be surprised if I pop off the hooks some of these fine
days; if I don’t, I’m going to get to the bottom, and you will see
some changes here before so very long.”

He sat down at the table, and made a show for a minute of
looking at the papers.

“Poor Martin!” he said, and got up again, opened the cupboard,
and took out the bottle. “You’ll have a drop,” he asked Westray,
“won’t you?”

“No, thanks, not I,” Westray said, with something as near
contempt as his thin voice was capable of expressing.

“Just a drop—do! I must have just a drop myself; I find it a
great strain working at these papers; there may be more at stake in
the reading than I care to think of.”

He poured out half a tumbler of spirit. Westray hesitated for a
moment, and then his conscience and an early puritan training
forced him to speak.

“Sharnall,” he said, “put it away. That bottle is your evil
angel. Play the man, and put it away. You force me to speak. I
cannot sit by with hands folded and see you going down the
hill.”

The organist gave him a quick glance; then he filled up the
tumbler to the brim with neat spirit.

“Look you,” he said: “I was going to drink half a glass; now I’m
going to drink a whole one. That much for your advice! Going down
the hill indeed! Go to the devil with your impertinence! If you
can’t keep a civil tongue in your head, you had better get your
supper in someone else’s room.”

A momentary irritation dragged Westray down from the high podium
of judicial reproof into the arena of retort.

“Don’t worry yourself,” he said sharply; “you may rely on my not
troubling you with my company again.” And he got up and opened the
door. As he turned to go out, Anastasia Joliffe passed through the
passage on her way to bed.

The glimpse of her as she went by seemed still further to
aggravate Mr Sharnall. He signed to Westray to stay where he was,
and to shut the door again.

“Damn you!” he said; “that’s what I called you back to say. Damn
you! Damn Blandamer! Damn everybody! Damn poverty! Damn wealth! I
will not touch a farthing of his money for the organ. Now you can
go.”

Westray had been cleanly bred. He had been used neither to the
vulgarity of ill-temper nor to the coarser insolence of personal
abuse. He shrank by natural habit even from gross adjectives, from
the “beastly” and the “filthy” which modern manners too often
condone, and still more from the abomination of swearing. So Mr
Sharnall’s obloquy wounded him to the quick. He went to bed in a
flutter of agitation, and lay awake half the night mourning over a
friendship so irreparably broken, bitter with the resentment of an
unjustified attack, yet reproaching himself lest through his
unwittingness he might have brought it all upon himself.

The morning found him unrefreshed and dejected, but, whilst he
sat at breakfast, the sun came out brightly, and he began to take a
less despondent view of the situation. It was possible that Mr
Sharnall’s friendship might not after all be lost beyond repair; he
would be sorry if it were, for he had grown fond of the old man, in
spite of all his faults of life and manner. It was he, Westray, who
had been entirely to blame. In another man’s room he had lectured
the other man. He, a young man, had lectured the other, who was an
old man. It was true that he had done so with the best motives; he
had only spoken from a painful sense of duty. But he had shown no
tact, he had spoken much too strongly; he had imperilled his own
good cause by the injudicious manner in which he had put it
forward. At the risk of all rebuffs, he would express his regret;
he would go down and apologise to Mr Sharnall, and offer, if need
be, the other cheek to the smiter.

Good resolves, if formed with the earnest intention of carrying
them into effect, seldom fail to restore a measure of peace to the
troubled mind. It is only when a regular and ghastly see-saw of
wrong-doing and repentance has been established, and when the mind
can no longer deceive even itself as to the possibility of
permanent uprightness of life, that good resolves cease to
tranquillise. Such a see-saw must gradually lose its regularity;
the set towards evil grows more and more preponderant; the return
to virtue rarer and more brief. Despair of any continuity of
godliness follows, and then it is that good resolves, becoming a
mere reflex action of the mind, fail in their gracious influence,
and cease to bring quiet. These conditions can scarcely occur
before middle age, and Westray, being young and eminently
conscientious, was feeling the full peacefulness of his high-minded
intention steal over him, when the door opened, and the organist
entered.

An outbreak of temper and a night of hard drinking had left
their tokens on Mr Sharnall’s face. He looked haggard, and the
rings that a weak heart had drawn under his eyes were darker and
more puffed. He came in awkwardly, and walked quickly to the
architect, holding out his hand.

“Forgive me, Westray,” he said; “I behaved last night like a
fool and a cad. You were quite right to speak to me as you did; I
honour you for it. I wish to God there had been someone to speak to
me like that years ago.”

His outstretched hand was not so white as it should have been,
the nails were not so well trimmed as a more fastidious mood might
have demanded; but Westray did not notice these things. He took the
shaky old hand, and gripped it warmly, not saying anything, because
he could not speak.

“We must be friends,” the organist went on,
after a moment’s pause; “we must be friends, because I can’t afford
to lose you. I haven’t known you long, but you are the only friend
I have in the world. Is it not an awful thing to confess?” he said,
with a tremulous little laugh. “I have no other friend in the
world. Say those things you said last night whenever you like; the
oftener you say them the better.”

He sat down, and, the situation being too strained to remain
longer at so high a pitch, the conversation drifted, however
awkwardly, to less personal topics.

“There is a thing I wanted to speak about last night,” the
organist said. “Poor old Miss Joliffe is very hard up. She hasn’t
said a word to me about it—she never would to anyone—but I happen
to know it for a fact: she is hard up. She is in
a chronic state of hard-up-ishness always, and that we all are; but
this is an acute attack—she has her back against the wall. It is
the fag-end of Martin’s debts that bother her; these blood-sucking
tradesmen are dunning her, and she hasn’t the pluck to tell them go
hang, though they know well enough she isn’t responsible for a
farthing. She has got it into her head that she hasn’t a right to
keep that flower-and-caterpillar picture so long as Martin’s debts
are unpaid, because she could raise money on it. You remember those
people, Baunton and Lutterworth, offered her fifty pounds for
it.”

“Yes, I remember,” Westray said; “more fools they.”

“More fools, by all means,” rejoined the organist; “but still
they offer it, and I believe our poor old landlady will come to
selling it. ‘All the better for her,’ you will say, and anyone with
an ounce of common-sense would have sold it long ago for fifty
pounds or fifty pence. But, then, she has no common-sense, and I do
believe it would break her pride and worry her into a fever to part
with it. Well, I have been at the pains to find out what sum of
money would pull her through, and I fancy something like twenty
pounds would tide over the crisis.”

He paused a moment, as if he half expected Westray to speak; but
the architect making no suggestion, he went on.

“I didn’t know,” he said timidly; “I wasn’t quite sure whether
you had been here long enough to take much interest in the matter.
I had an idea of buying the picture myself, so that we could still
keep it here. It would be no good offering Miss Euphemia money as
a gift; she wouldn’t accept it on any condition. I
know her quite well enough to be sure of that. But if I was to
offer her twenty pounds for it, and tell her it must always stop
here, and that she could buy it back from me when she was able, I
think she would feel such an offer to be a godsend, and accept it
readily.”

“Yes,” Westray said dubitatively; “I suppose it couldn’t be
construed into attempting to outwit her, could it? It seems rather
funny at first sight to get her to sell a picture for twenty pounds
for which others have offered fifty pounds.”

“No, I don’t think so,” replied the organist. “It wouldn’t be a
real sale at all, you know, but only just a colour for helping
her.”

“Well, as you have been kind enough to ask my advice, I see no
further objection, and think it very good of you to show such
thoughtfulness for poor Miss Joliffe.”

“Thank you,” said the organist hesitatingly—“thank you; I had
hoped you would take that view of the matter. There is a further
little difficulty: I am as poor as a church mouse. I live like an
old screw, and never spend a penny, but, then, I haven’t got a
penny to spend, and so can’t save.”

Westray had already wondered how Mr Sharnall could command so
large a sum as twenty pounds, but thought it more prudent to make
no comments.

Then the organist took the bull by the horns.

“I didn’t know,” he said, “whether you would feel inclined to
join me in the purchase. I have got ten pounds in the savings’
bank; if you could find the other ten pounds, we could go shares in
the picture; and, after all, that wouldn’t much matter, for Miss
Euphemia is quite sure to buy it back from us before very
long.”

He stopped and looked at Westray. The architect was taken aback.
He was of a cautious and calculating disposition, and a natural
inclination to save had been reinforced by the conviction that any
unnecessary expenditure was in itself to be severely reprobated. As
the Bible was to him the foundation of the world to come, so the
keeping of meticulous accounts and the putting by of however
trifling sums, were the foundation of the world that is. He had so
carefully governed his life as to have been already able, out of a
scanty salary, to invest more than a hundred pounds in Railway
Debentures. He set much store by the half-yearly receipt of an
exiguous interest cheque, and derived a certain dignity and feeling
of commercial stability from envelopes headed the “Great Southern
Railway,” which brought him from time to time a proxy form or a
notice of shareholders’ meetings. A recent examination of his
bankbook had filled him with the hope of being able ere long to
invest a second hundred pounds, and he had been turning over in his
mind for some days the question of the stocks to be selected; it
seemed financially unsound to put so large a sum in any single
security.

This suddenly presented proposal that he should make a serious
inroad on his capital filled him with dismay; it was equivalent to
granting a loan of ten pounds without any tangible security. No one
in their senses could regard this miserable picture as a security;
and the bulbous green caterpillar seemed to give a wriggle of
derision as he looked at it across the breakfast-table. He had it
on his tongue to refuse Mr Sharnall’s request, with the sympathetic
but judicial firmness with which all high-minded persons refuse to
lend. There is a tone of sad resolution particularly applicable to
such occasions, which should convey to the borrower that only
motives of great moral altitude constrain us for the moment to
override an earnest desire to part with our money. If it had not
been for considerations of the public weal, we would most readily
have given him ten times as much as was asked.

Westray was about to express sentiments of this nature when he
glanced at the organist’s face, and saw written in its folds and
wrinkles so paramount and pathetic an anxiety that his resolution
was shaken. He remembered the quarrel of the night before, and how
Mr Sharnall, in coming to beg his pardon that morning, had humbled
himself before a younger man. He remembered how they had made up
their differences; surely an hour ago he would willingly have paid
ten pounds to know that their differences could be made up.
Perhaps, after all, he might agree to make this loan as a
thank-offering for friendship restored. Perhaps, after all, the
picture was a security:
someone had offered fifty pounds for it.

The organist had not followed the change of Westray’s mind; he
retained only the first impression of reluctance, and was very
anxious—curiously anxious, it might have seemed, if his only motive
in the acquiring of the picture was to do a kindness to Miss
Euphemia.

“It is a large sum, I know,” he said in a low
voice. “I am very sorry to ask you to do this. It is not for
myself; I never asked a penny for myself in my life, and never
will, till I go to the workhouse. Don’t answer at once, if you
don’t see your way. Think it over. Take time to think it over; but
do try, Westray, to help in the matter, if you can. It would be a
sad pity to let the picture go out of the house just now.”

The eagerness with which he spoke surprised Westray. Could it be
that Mr Sharnall had motives other than mere kindness? Could it be
that the picture was valuable after all? He
walked across the room to look closer at the tawdry flowers and the
caterpillar. No, it could not be that; the painting was absolutely
worthless. Mr Sharnall had followed him, and they stood side by
side looking out of the window. Westray was passing through a very
brief interval of indecision. His emotional and perhaps better
feelings told him that he ought to accede to Mr Sharnall’s request;
caution and the hoarding instinct reminded him that ten pounds was
a large proportion of his whole available capital.

Bright sunshine had succeeded the rain. The puddles flashed on
the pavements; the long rows of raindrops glistened on the ledges
which overhung the shop-windows, and a warm steam rose from the
sandy roadway as it dried in the sun. The front-door of Bellevue
Lodge closed below them, and Anastasia, in a broad straw hat and a
pink print dress, went lightly down the steps. On that bright
morning she looked the brightest thing of all, as she walked
briskly to the market with a basket on her arm, unconscious that
two men were watching her from an upper window.

It was at that minute that thrift was finally elbowed by
sentiment out of Westray’s mind.

“Yes,” he said, “by all means let us buy the picture. You
negotiate the matter with Miss Joliffe, and I will give you two
five-pound notes this evening.”

“Thank you—thank you,” said the organist, with much relief. “I
will tell Miss Euphemia that she can buy it back from us whenever
it suits her to do so; and if she should not buy it back before one
of us dies, then it shall remain the sole property of the
survivor.”

So that very day the purchase of a rare work of art was
concluded by private treaty between Miss Euphemia Joliffe of the
one part, and Messrs Nicholas Sharnall and Edward Westray of the
other. The hammer never fell upon the showy flowers with the green
caterpillar wriggling in the corner; and Messrs Baunton and
Lutterworth received a polite note from Miss Joliffe to say that
the painting late in the possession of Martin Joliffe, Esquire,
deceased, was not for sale.










Chapter 11

 


The old Bishop of Carisbury was dead, and a new Bishop of
Carisbury reigned in his stead. The appointment had caused some
chagrin in Low-Church circles, for Dr Willis, the new Bishop, was a
High Churchman of pronounced views. But he had a reputation for
deep personal piety, and a very short experience sufficed to show
that he was full of Christian tolerance and tactful
loving-kindness.

One day, as Mr Sharnall was playing a voluntary after the Sunday
morning-service, a chorister stole up the little winding steps, and
appeared in the organ-loft just as his master had pulled out a
handful of stops and dashed into the stretto. The
organist had not heard the boy on the stairs, and gave a violent
start as he suddenly caught sight of the white surplice. Hands and
feet for an instant lost their place, and the music came perilously
near breaking down. It was only for an instant; he pulled himself
together, and played the fugue to its logical conclusion.

Then the boy began, “Canon Parkyn’s compliments,” but broke off;
for the organist greeted him with a sound cuff and a “How many
times have I told you, sir, not to come creeping up those stairs
when I am in the middle of a voluntary? You startle me out of my
senses, coming round the corner like a ghost.”

“I’m very sorry, sir,” the boy said, whimpering. “I’m sure I
never meant—I never thought—”

“You never do think,” Mr Sharnall said.
“Well, well, don’t go on whining. Old heads don’t grow on young
shoulders; don’t do it again, and there’s a sixpence for you. And
now let’s hear what you have to say.”

Sixpences were rare things among Cullerne boys, and the gift
consoled more speedily than any balm in Gilead.

“Canon Parkyn’s compliments to you, sir, and he would be glad to
have a word with you in the clergy-vestry.”

“All in good time. Tell him I’ll be down as soon as I’ve put my
books away.”

Mr Sharnall did not hurry. There were the Psalter and the
chant-book to be put open on the desk for the afternoon; there were
the morning-service and anthem-book to be put away, and the
evening-service and anthem-book to be got out.

The establishment had once been able to afford good music-books,
and in the attenuated list of subscribers to the first-edition
Boyce you may see to this day, “The Rector and Foundation of
Cullerne Minster (6 copies).” Mr Sharnall loved the great Boyce,
with its parchment paper and largest of large margins. He loved the
crisp sound of the leaves as he turned them, and he loved the
old-world clefs that he could read nine staves at a time as easily
as a short score. He looked at the weekly list to check his
memory—“Awake up my Glory” (Wise). No, it was in Volume
Three instead of Two; he had taken down the wrong volume—a stupid
mistake for one who knew the copy so well. How the rough calf backs
were crumbling away! The rusty red-leather dust had come off on his
coat-sleeves; he really was not fit to be seen, and he took some
minutes more to brush it all off. So it was that Canon Parkyn
chafed at being kept waiting in the clergy-vestry, and greeted Mr
Sharnall on his appearance with a certain tartness:

“I wish you could be a little quicker when you are sent for. I
am particularly busy just now, and you have kept me waiting a
quarter of an hour at least.”

As this was precisely what Mr Sharnall had intended to do, he
took no umbrage at the Rector’s remarks, but merely said:

“Pardon me; scarcely so long as a quarter of an hour, I
think.”

“Well, do not let us waste words. What I wanted to tell you was
that it has been arranged for the Lord Bishop of Carisbury to hold
a confirmation in the minster on the eighteenth of next month, at
three o’clock in the afternoon. We must have a full musical
service, and I shall be glad if you will submit a sketch of what
you propose for my approval. There is one point to which I must
call your attention particularly. As his lordship walks up the
nave, we must have a becoming march on the organ—not any of this
old-fashioned stuff of which I have had so often to complain, but
something really dignified and with tune in it.”

“Oh yes, we can easily arrange that,” Mr Sharnall said
obsequiously—“‘See the Conquering Hero comes,’ by Handel, would be
very appropriate; or there is an air out of one of Offenbach’s
Operas that I think I could adapt to the purpose. It is a very
sweet thing if rendered with proper feeling; or I could play a
‘Danse Maccabre’ slowly on the full organ.”

“Ah, that is from the ‘Judas Maccabaeus,’ I conclude,” said the
Rector, a little mollified at this unexpected acquiescence in his
views. “Well, I see that you understand my wishes, so I hope I may
leave that matter in your hands. By the way,” he said, turning back
as he left the vestry, “what was the piece which
you played after the service just now?”

“Oh, only a fugal movement—just a fugue of Kirnberger’s.”

“I wish you would not give us so much of this
fugal style. No doubt it is all very fine from a scholastic point
of view, but to most it seems merely confused. So far from
assisting me and the choir to go out with dignity, it really
fetters our movements. We want something with pathos and dignity,
such as befits the end of a solemn service, yet with a marked
rhythm, so that it may time our footsteps as we leave the choir.
Forgive these suggestions; the practical utility
of the organ is so much overlooked in these days. When Mr Noot is
taking the service it does not so much matter, but when I am here
myself I beg that there may be no more fugue.”

The visit of the Bishop of Carisbury to Cullerne was an
important matter, and necessitated some forethought and
arrangement.

“The Bishop must, of course, lunch with us,” Mrs Parkyn said to
her husband; “you will ask him, of course, to lunch, my dear.”

“Oh yes, certainly,” replied the Canon; “I wrote yesterday to
ask him to lunch.”

He assumed an unconcerned air, but with only indifferent
success, for his heart misgave him that he had been guilty of an
unpardonable breach of etiquette in writing on so important a
subject without reference to his wife.

“Really, my dear!” she rejoined—“really! I hope at least that
your note was couched in proper terms.”

“Psha!” he said, a little nettled in his turn, “do you suppose I
have never written to a Bishop before?”

“That is not the point; any invitation of
this kind should always be given by me. The Bishop, if he has
any breeding, will be very much astonished to receive
an invitation to lunch that is not given by the lady of the house.
This, at least, is the usage that prevails among persons
of breeding.” There was just enough emphasis in the
repetition of the last formidable word to have afforded
a casus belli, if the Rector had been minded for the
fray; but he was a man of peace.

“You are quite right, my dear,” was the soft answer; “it was a
slip of mine, which we must hope the Bishop will overlook. I wrote
in a hurry yesterday afternoon, as soon as I received the official
information of his coming. You were out calling, if you recollect,
and I had to catch the post. One never knows what tuft-hunting may
not lead people to do; and if I had not caught the post, some
pushing person or other might quite possibly have asked him sooner.
I meant, of course, to have reported the matter to you, but it
slipped my memory.”

“Really,” she said, with fine deprecation, being only half
pacified, “I do not see who there could be to
ask the Bishop except ourselves. Where should the Bishop of
Carisbury lunch in Cullerne except at the Rectory?” In this
unanswerable conundrum she quenched the smouldering embers of her
wrath. “I have no doubt, dear, that you did it all for the best,
and I hate these vulgar pushing nobodies, who try to get hold of
everyone of the least position quite as much as you do. So let us
consider whom we ought to ask to meet him. A
small party, I think it should be; he would take it as a greater
compliment if the party were small.”

She had that shallow and ungenerous mind which shrinks
instinctively from admitting any beauty or intellect in others, and
which grudges any participation in benefits, however amply
sufficient they may be for all. Thus, few must be asked to meet the
Bishop, that it might the better appear that few indeed, beside the
Rector and Mrs Parkyn, were fit to associate with so distinguished
a man.

“I quite agree with you,” said the Rector, considerably relieved
to find that his own temerity in asking the Bishop might now be
considered as condoned. “Our party must above all things be select;
indeed, I do not know how we could make it anything but very small;
there are so few people whom we could ask to
meet the Bishop.”

“Let me see,” his wife said, making a show of reckoning Cullerne
respectability with the fingers of one hand on the fingers of the
other. “There is—” She broke off as a sudden idea seized her. “Why,
of course, we must ask Lord Blandamer. He has shown such marked
interest in ecclesiastical matters that he is sure to wish to meet
the Bishop.”

“A most fortunate suggestion—admirable in every way. It may
strengthen his interest in the church; and it must certainly be
beneficial to him to associate with correct society after his
wandering and Bohemian life. I hear all kinds of strange tales of
his hobnobbing with this Mr Westray, the clerk of the works, and
with other persons entirely out of his own rank. Mrs Flint, who
happened to be visiting a poor woman in a back lane, assures me
that she has every reason to believe that he spent an hour or more
in the clerk’s house, and even ate there. They say he positively
ate tripe.”

“Well, it will certainly do him good to meet the Bishop,” the
lady said. “That would make four with ourselves; and we can ask Mrs
Bulteel. We need not ask her husband; he is painfully rough, and
the Bishop might not like to meet a brewer. It will not be at all
strange to ask her alone; there is always the excuse of not liking
to take a businessman away from his work in the middle of the
day.”

“That would be five; we ought to make it up to six. I suppose it
would not do to ask this architect-fellow or Mr Sharnall.”

“My dear! what can you be thinking of? On no account whatever.
Such guests would be most inappropriate.”

The Rector looked so properly humble and cast down at this
reproof that his wife relented a little.

“Not that there is any harm in asking them,
but they would be so very ill at ease themselves, I fear, in such
surroundings. If you think the number should be even, we might
perhaps ask old Noot. He is a gentleman, and
would pass as your chaplain, and say grace.”

Thus the party was made up, and Lord Blandamer accepted, and Mrs
Bulteel accepted; and there was no need to trouble about the
curate’s acceptance—he was merely ordered to come to lunch. But,
after all had gone so well up to this point, the unexpected
happened—the Bishop could not come. He regretted that he could not
accept the hospitality so kindly offered him by Canon Parkyn; he
had an engagement which would occupy him for any spare time that he
would have in Cullerne; he had made other arrangements for lunch;
he would call at the Rectory half an hour before the service.

The Rector and his wife sat in the “study,” a dark room on the
north side of the rectory-house, made sinister from without by dank
laurestinus, and from within by glass cases of badly-stuffed birds.
A Bradshaw lay on the table before them.

“He cannot be driving from Carisbury,” Mrs
Parkyn said. “Dr Willis does not keep at all the same sort of
stables that his predecessor kept. Mrs Flint, when she was
attending the annual Christian Endeavour meeting at Carisbury, was
told that Dr Willis thinks it wrong that a Bishop should do more in
the way of keeping carriages than is absolutely necessary for
church purposes. She said she had passed the Bishop’s carriage
herself, and that the coachman was a most unkempt creature, and the
horses two wretched screws.”

“I heard much the same thing,” assented the Rector. “They say he
would not have his own coat of arms painted on the carriage, for
what was there already was quite good enough for him. He cannot
possibly be driving here from Carisbury; it is a good twenty
miles.”

“Well, if he does not drive, he must come by the 12:15 train;
that would give him two hours and a quarter before the service.
What business can he have in Cullerne? Where can he be lunching?
What can he be doing with himself for two mortal hours and a
quarter?”

Here was another conundrum to which probably only one person in
Cullerne town could have supplied an answer, and that was Mr
Sharnall. A letter had come for the organist that very day:


“The Palace,

“Carisbury.

“My dear Sharnall,

”(I had almost written ‘My dear Nick’; forty years have made my
pen a little stiff, but you must give me your official permission
to write ‘My dear Nick’ the very next time.) You may have forgotten
my hand, but you will not have forgotten me. Do you know, it is I,
Willis, who am your new Bishop? It is only a fortnight since I
learnt that you were so near me—




“‘Quam dulce amicitias,

Redintegrare nitidas’ -




“and the very first point of it is that I am going to sponge on
you, and ask myself to lunch. I am coming to Cullerne at 12:45
to-day fortnight for the Confirmation, and have to be at the
Rectory at 2:30, but till then an old friend, Nicholas Sharnall,
will give me food and shelter, will he not? Make no excuses, for I
shall not accept them; but send me word to say that in this you
will not fail of your duty, and believe me always to be

“Yours,

“John Carum.”



There was something that moved strangely inside Mr Sharnall’s
battered body as he read the letter—an upheaval of emotion; the
child’s heart within the man’s; his young hopeful self calling to
his old hopeless self. He sat back in his armchair, and shut his
eyes, and the organ-loft in a little college chapel came back to
him, and long, long practisings, and Willis content to stand by and
listen as long as he should play. How it pleased Willis to stand
by, and pull the stops, and fancy he knew something of music! No,
Willis never knew any music, and yet he had a good taste, and loved
a fugue.

There came to him country rambles and country churches and
Willis with an “A.B.C. of Gothic Architecture,” trying to tell an
Early English from a Decorated moulding. There came to him
inimitably long summer evenings, with the sky clearest yellow in
the north, hours after sunset; dusty white roads, with broad
galloping-paths at the side, drenched with heavy dew; the dark,
mysterious boskage of Stow Wood; the scent of the syringa in the
lane at Beckley; the white mist sheeting the Cherwell vale. And
supper when they got home—for memory is so powerful an alchemist as
to transmute suppers as well as sunsets. What suppers! Cider-cup
with borage floating in it, cold lamb and mint sauce, watercress,
and a triangular commons of Stilton. Why, he had not tasted Stilton
for forty years!

No, Willis never knew any music, but he loved a fugue. Ah, the
fugues they had! And then a voice crossed Mr Sharnall’s memory,
saying, “When I am here myself, I beg that there may be no more
fugue.” “No more fugue”—there was a finality in the phrase
uncompromising as the “no more sea” of the Apocalyptic vision. It
made Mr Sharnall smile bitterly; he woke from his daydream, and was
back in the present.

Oh yes, he knew very well that it was his old friend when he
first saw on whom the choice had fallen for the Bishopric. He was
glad Willis was coming to see him. Willis knew all about the row,
and how it was that Sharnall had to leave Oxford. Ay, but the
Bishop was too generous and broad-minded to remember that now.
Willis must know very well that he was only a poor, out-at-elbows
old fellow, and yet he was coming to lunch with him; but did Willis
know that he still— He did not follow the thought further, but
glanced in a mirror, adjusted his tie, fastened the top button of
his coat, and with his uncertain hands brushed the hair back on
either side of his head. No, Willis did not know that; he never
should know; it was nevertoo late to mend.

He went to the cupboard, and took out a bottle and a tumbler.
Only very little spirit was left, and he poured it all into the
glass. There was a moment’s hesitation, a moment while enfeebled
will-power was nerving itself for the effort. He was apparently
engaged in making sure that not one minim of this most costly
liquor was wasted. He held the bottle carefully inverted, and
watched the very last and smallest drop detach itself and fall into
the glass. No, his will-power was not yet altogether paralysed—not
yet; and he dashed the contents of the glass into the fire. There
was a great blaze of light-blue flame, and a puff in the air that
made the window-panes rattle; but the heroic deed was done, and he
heard a mental blast of trumpets, and the acclaiming voice of
the Victor Sui. Willis should never know that he
still—because he never would again.

He rang the bell, and when Miss Euphemia answered it she found
him walking briskly, almost tripping, to and fro in the room. He
stopped as she entered, drew his heels together, and made her a
profound bow.

“Hail, most fair chastelaine! Bid the varlets lower the
draw-bridge and raise the portcullis. Order pasties and souse-fish
and a butt of malmsey; see the great hall is properly décored for
my Lord Bishop of Carisbury, who will take
his ambigue and bait his steeds at this
castle.”

Miss Joliffe stared; she saw a bottle and an empty tumbler on
the table, and smelt a strong smell of whisky; and the mirth faded
from Mr Sharnall’s face as he read her thoughts.

“No, wrong,” he said—“wrong this once; I am as sober as a judge,
but excited. A Bishop is coming to lunch with
me. You are excited when Lord Blandamer takes
tea with you—a mere trashy temporal peer; am I not to be excited
when a real spiritual lord pays me a visit? Hear, O woman! The
Bishop of Carisbury has written to ask, not me to lunch with him,
but him to lunch with me. You will have a Bishop lunching at
Bellevue Lodge.”

“Oh, Mr Sharnall! pray, sir, speak plainly. I am so old and
stupid, I can never tell whether you are joking or in earnest.”

So he put off his exaltation, and told her the actual facts.

“I am sure I don’t know, sir, what you will give him for lunch,”
Miss Joliffe said. She was always careful to put in a proper number
of “sirs,” for, though she was proud of her descent, and considered
that so far as birth went she need not fear comparison with other
Cullerne dames, she thought it a Christian duty to accept fully the
position of landlady to which circumstances had led her. “I am sure
I don’t know what you will give him for lunch; it is always so
difficult to arrange meals for the clergy. If one
provides too much of the good things of this
world, it seems as if one was not considering sufficiently their
sacred calling; it seems like Martha, too cumbered with much
serving, too careful and troubled, to gain all the spiritual
advantage that must come from clergymen’s society. But, of course,
even the most spiritually-minded must nourish
their bodies, or they would not be able to do so much
good. But when less provision has been made, I have sometimes seen
clergymen eat it all up, and become quite wearied, poor things! for
want of food. It was so, I remember, when Mrs Sharp invited the
parishioners to meet the deputation after the Church Missionary
Meeting. All the patties were eaten before the deputation came, and
he was so tired, poor man! with his long speech that when he found
there was nothing to eat he got quite annoyed. It was only for a
moment, of course, but I heard him say to someone, whose name I
forget, that he had much better have trusted to a ham-sandwich in
the station refreshment-room.

“And if it is difficult with the food, it is worse still with
what they are to drink. Some clergymen do so dislike wine, and
others feel they need it before the exertion of speaking. Only last
year, when Mrs Bulteel gave a drawing-room meeting, and champagne
with biscuits was served before it, Dr Stimey said quite openly
that though he did not consider all who drank to
be reprobate, yet he must regard alcohol as the Mark
of the Beast, and that people did not come to drawing-room meetings
to drink themselves sleepy before the speaking. With Bishops it
must be much worse; so I don’t know what we shall give him.”

“Don’t distress yourself too much,” the organist said, having at
last spied a gap in the serried ranks of words; “I have found out
what Bishops eat; it is all in a little book. We must give him cold
lamb—cold ribs of lamb—and mint sauce, boiled potatoes, and after
that Stilton cheese.”

“Stilton?” Miss Joliffe asked with some trepidation. “I am
afraid it will be very expensive.”

As a drowning man in one moment passes in review the events of a
lifetime, so her mind took an instantaneous conspectus of all
cheeses that had ever stood in the cheese-cradle in the palmy days
of Wydcombe, when hams and plum-puddings hung in bags from the
rafters, when there was cream in the dairy and beer in the cellar.
Blue Vinny, little Gloucesters, double Besants, even sometimes a
cream-cheese with rushes on the bottom, but Stilton never!

“I am afraid it is a very expensive cheese; I
do not think anyone in Cullerne keeps it.”

“It is a pity,” Mr Sharnall said; “but we cannot help ourselves,
for Bishops must have Stilton for lunch; the
book says so. You must ask Mr Custance to get you a piece, and I
will tell you later how it is to be cut, for there are rules about
that too.”

He laughed to himself with a queer little chuckle. Cold lamb and
mint sauce, with a piece of Stilton afterwards—they would have an
Oxford lunch; they would be young again, and undefiled.

The stimulus that the Bishop’s letter had brought Mr Sharnall
soon wore off. He was a man of moods, and in his nervous
temperament depression walked close at the heels of exaltation.
Westray felt sure in those days that followed that his friend was
drinking to excess, and feared something more serious than a mere
nervous breakdown, from the agitation and strangeness that he could
not fail to observe in the organist’s manner.

The door of the architect’s room opened one night, as he sat
late over his work, and Mr Sharnall entered. His face was pale, and
there was a startled, wide-open look in his eyes that Westray did
not like.

“I wish you would come down to my room for a minute,” the
organist said; “I want to change the place of my piano, and can’t
move it by myself.”

“Isn’t it rather late to-night?” Westray said, pulling at his
watch, while the deep and slow melodious chimes of Saint Sepulchre
told the dreaming town and the silent sea-marshes that it lacked
but a quarter of an hour to midnight. “Wouldn’t it be better to do
it to-morrow morning?”

“Couldn’t you come down to-night?” the organist asked; “it
wouldn’t take you a minute.”

Westray caught the disappointment in the tone.

“Very well,” he said, putting his drawing-board aside. “I’ve
worked at this quite long enough; let us shift your piano.”

They went down to the ground-floor.

“I want to turn the piano right-about-face,” the organist said,
“with its back to the room and the keyboard to the wall—the
keyboard quite close to the wall, with just room for me to
sit.”

“It seems a curious arrangement,” Westray criticised; “is it
better acoustically?”

“Oh, I don’t know; but, if I want to rest a bit, I can put my
back against the wall, you see.”

The change was soon accomplished, and they sat down for a moment
before the fire.

“You keep a good fire,” Westray said, “considering it is
bed-time.” And, indeed, the coals were piled high, and burning
fiercely.

The organist gave them a poke, and looked round as if to make
sure that they were alone.

“You’ll think me a fool,” he said; “and I am. You’ll think I’ve
been drinking, and I have. You’ll think I’m drunk, but I’m not.
Listen to me: I’m not drunk; I’m only a coward. Do you remember the
very first night you and I walked home to this house together? Do
you remember the darkness and the driving rain, and how scared I
was when we passed the Old Bonding-house? Well, it was beginning
then, but it’s much worse now. I had a horrible idea even then that
there was something always following me—following me close. I
didn’t know what it was—I only knew there
was something close behind me.”

His manner and appearance alarmed Westray. The organist’s face
was very pale, and a curious raising of the eyelids, which showed
the whites of the eyes above the pupils, gave him the staring
appearance of one confronted suddenly with some ghastly spectacle.
Westray remembered that the hallucination of pursuant enemies is
one of the most common symptoms of incipient madness, and put his
hand gently on the organist’s arm.

“Don’t excite yourself,” he said; “this is all nonsense. Don’t
get excited so late at night.”

Mr Sharnall brushed the hand aside.

“I only used to have that feeling when I was out of doors, but
now I have it often indoors—even in this very room. Before I never
knew what it was following me—I only knew it was something. But now
I know what it is: it is a man—a man with a hammer. Don’t laugh.
You don’t want to laugh; you only laugh because
you think it will quiet me, but it won’t. I think it is a man with
a hammer. I have never seen his face yet, but I shall some day.
Only I know it is an evil face—not hideous, like pictures of devils
or anything of that kind, but worse—a dreadful, disguised face,
looking all right, but wearing a mask. He walks constantly behind
me, and I feel every moment that the hammer may brain me.”

“Come, come!” Westray said in what is commonly supposed to be a
soothing tone, “let us change this subject, or go to bed. I wonder
how you will find the new position of your piano answer.”

The organist smiled.

“Do you know why I really put it like that?” he said. “It is
because I am such a coward. I like to have my back against the
wall, and then I know there can be no one behind me. There are many
nights, when it gets late, that it is only with a great effort I
can sit here. I grow so nervous that I should go to bed at once,
only I say to myself, ‘Nick’—that’s what they used to call me at
home, you know, when I was a boy—‘Nick, you’re not going to be
beat; you’re not going to be scared out of your own room by ghosts,
surely.’ And then I sit tight, and play on, but very often don’t
think much of what I’m playing. It is a sad state for a man to get
into, is it not?” And Westray could not traverse the statement.

“Even in the church,” Mr Sharnall went on, “I don’t care to
practise much in the evening by myself. It used to be all right
when Cutlow was there to blow for me. He is a daft fellow, but
still was some sort of company; but now the water-engine is put in,
I feel lonely there, and don’t care to go as often as I used.
Something made me tell Lord Blandamer how his water-engine
contrived to make me frightened, and he said he should have to come
up to the loft himself sometimes to keep me company.”

“Well, let me know the first evening you want to practise,”
Westray said, “and I will come, too, and sit in the loft. Take care
of yourself, and you will soon grow out of all these fancies, and
laugh at them as much as I do.” And he feigned a smile. But it was
late at night; he was high-strung and nervous himself, and the fact
that Mr Sharnall should have been brought to such a pitiable state
of mental instability depressed him.

The report that the Bishop was going to lunch with Mr Sharnall
on the day of the Confirmation soon spread in Cullerne. Miss
Joliffe had told Mr Joliffe the pork-butcher, as her cousin, and Mr
Joliffe, as churchwarden, had told Canon Parkyn. It was the second
time within a few weeks that a piece of important news had reached
the Rector at second-hand. But on this occasion he experienced
little of the chagrin that had possessed him when Lord Blandamer
made the great offer to the restoration fund through Westray. He
did not feel resentment against Mr Sharnall; the affair was of too
solemn an importance for any such personal and petty sentiments to
find a place. Any act of any Bishop was vicariously an act of God,
and to chafe at this dispensation would have been as out of place
as to be incensed at a shipwreck or an earthquake. The fact of
being selected as the entertainer of the Bishop of Carisbury
invested Mr Sharnall in the Rector’s eyes with a distinction which
could not have been possibly attained by mere intellect or
technical skill or devoted drudgery. The organist becameipso
facto a person to be taken into account.

The Rectory had divined and discussed, and discussed and
divined, how it was, could, would, should, have been that the
Bishop could be lunching with Mr Sharnall. Could it be that the
Bishop had thought that Mr Sharnall kept an eating-house, or that
the Bishop took some special diet which only Mr Sharnall knew how
to prepare? Could it be that the Bishop had some idea of making Mr
Sharnall organist in his private chapel, for there was no vacancy
in the Cathedral? Conjecture charged the blank wall of mystery full
tilt, and retired broken from the assault. After talking of nothing
else for many hours, Mrs Parkyn declared that the matter had no
interest at all for her.

“For my part, I cannot profess to understand such goings-on,”
she said in that convincing and convicting tone which implies that
the speaker knows far more than he cares to state, and that the
solution of the mystery must in any case be discreditable to all
concerned.

“I wonder, my dear,” the Rector said to his wife, “whether Mr
Sharnall has the means to entertain the Bishop properly.”

“Properly!” said Mrs Parkyn—“properly! I think the whole
proceeding entirely improper. Do you mean has Mr Sharnall money
enough to purchase a proper repast? I should say certainly not. Or
has he proper plates or forks or spoons, or a proper room in which
to eat? Of course he has not. Or do you mean can he get things
properly cooked? Who is to do it? There is only feckless old Miss
Joliffe and her stuck-up niece.”

The Canon was much perturbed by the vision of discomfort which
his wife had called up.

“The Bishop ought to be spared as much
as possible,” he said; “we ought to do all
we can to save him annoyance. What do you think?
Should we not put up with a little inconvenience, and ask Sharnall
to bring the Bishop here, and lunch himself? He must know perfectly
well that entertaining a Bishop in a lodging-house is an unheard-of
thing, and he would do to make up the sixth instead of old Noot. We
could easily tell Noot he was not wanted.”

“Sharnall is such a disreputable creature,” Mrs Parkyn answered;
“he is quite as likely as not to come tipsy; and, if he does not,
he has no breeding or education, and would
scarcely understand polite conversation.”

“You forget, my dear, that the Bishop is already pledged to
lunch with Mr Sharnall, so that we should not be held responsible
for introducing him. And Sharnall has managed to pick up some sort
of an education—I can’t imagine where; but I found on one occasion
that he could understand a little Latin. It was the Blandamer
motto, ‘Aut Fynes, aut finis.’ He may have been told what
it meant, but he certainly seemed to know. Of course, no real
knowledge of Latin can be obtained without
a University education”—and the Rector pulled up
his tie and collar—“but still chemists and persons of that sort do
manage to get a smattering of it.”

“Well, well, I don’t suppose we are going to talk Latin all
through lunch,” interrupted his wife. “You can do precisely as you
please about asking him.”

The Rector contented himself with the permission, however
ungraciously accorded, and found himself a little later in Mr
Sharnall’s room.

“Mrs Parkyn was hoping that she might have prevailed on you to
lunch with us on the day of the Confirmation. She was only waiting
for the Bishop’s acceptance to send you an invitation; but we hear
now,” he said in a dubitative and tentative way—“we hear now that
it is possible that the Bishop may be lunching with you.”

There was a twitch about the corners of Canon Parkyn’s mouth.
The position that a Bishop should be lunching with Mr Sharnall in a
common lodging-house was so exquisitely funny that he could only
restrain his laughter with difficulty.

Mr Sharnall gave an assenting nod.

“Mrs Parkyn was not quite sure whether you might have in your
lodgings exactly everything that might be necessary for
entertaining his lordship.”

“Oh dear, yes,” Mr Sharnall said. “It looks a little dowdy just
this minute, because the chairs are at the upholsterers to have the
gilt touched up; we are putting up new curtains, ofcourse,
and the housekeeper has already begun to polish the best
silver.”

“It occurred to Mrs Parkyn,” the Rector continued, being too
bent on saying what he had to say to pay much attention to the
organist’s remarks—“it occurred to Mrs Parkyn that it might perhaps
be more convenient to you to bring the Bishop to lunch at the
Rectory. It would spare you all trouble in preparation, and you
would of course lunch with us yourself. It would be putting us to
no inconvenience; Mrs Parkyn would be glad that you should lunch
with us yourself.”

Mr Sharnall nodded, this time deprecatingly.

“You are very kind. Mrs Parkyn is very considerate, but the
Bishop has signified his intention of lunching
in this house; I could scarcely venture to
contravene his lordship’s wishes.”

“The Bishop is a friend of yours?” the Rector asked.

“You can scarcely say that; I do not think I have set eyes on
the man for forty years.”

The Rector was puzzled.

“Perhaps the Bishop is under some misconception; perhaps he
thinks that this house is still an inn—the Hand of God, you
know.”

“Perhaps,” said the organist; and there was a little pause.

“I hope you will consider the matter. May I not tell Mrs Parkyn
that you will urge the Bishop to lunch at the Rectory—that you
both”—and he brought out the word bravely, though it cost him a
pang to yoke the Bishop with so unworthy a mate, and to fling the
door of select hospitality open to Mr Sharnall—“that you both will
lunch with us?”

“I fear not,” the organist said; “I fear I must say no. I shall
be very busy preparing for the extra service, and if I am to play
‘See the Conquering Hero’ as the Bishop enters the church, I shall
need time for practice. A piece like that takes some playing, you
know.”

“I hope you will endeavour to render it in the very best
manner,” the Rector said, and withdrew his forces re
infecta.

The story of Mr Sharnall’s mental illusions, and particularly of
the hallucination as to someone following him, had left an
unpleasant impression on Westray’s mind. He was anxious about his
fellow-lodger, and endeavoured to keep a kindly supervision over
him, as he felt it to be possible that a person in such a state
might do himself a mischief. On most evenings he either went down
to Mr Sharnall’s room, or asked the organist to come upstairs to
his, considering that the solitude incident to bachelor life in
advancing years was doubtless to blame to a large extent for these
wandering fancies. Mr Sharnall occupied himself at night in sorting
and reading the documents which had once belonged to Martin
Joliffe. There was a vast number of them, representing the
accumulation of a lifetime, and consisting of loose memoranda, of
extracts from registers, of manuscript-books full of pedigrees and
similar material. When he had first begun to examine them, with a
view to their classification or destruction, he showed that the
task was distinctly uncongenial to him; he was glad enough to make
any excuse for interruption or for invoking Westray’s aid. The
architect, on the other hand, was by nature inclined to
archaeologic and genealogic studies, and would not have been
displeased if Mr Sharnall had handed over to him the perusal of
these papers entirely. He was curious to trace the origin of that
chimera which had wasted a whole life—to discover what had led
Martin originally to believe that he had a claim to the Blandamer
peerage. He found, perhaps, an additional incentive in an interest
which he was beginning unconsciously to take in Anastasia Joliffe,
whose fortunes might be supposed to be affected by these
investigations.

But in a little while Westray noticed a change in the organist’s
attitude as touching the papers. Mr Sharnall evinced a dislike to
the architect examining them further; he began himself to devote a
good deal more time and attention to their study, and he kept them
jealously under lock and key. Westray’s nature led him to resent
anything that suggested suspicion; he at once ceased to concern
himself with the matter, and took care to show Mr Sharnall that he
had no wish whatever to see more of the documents.

As for Anastasia, she laughed at the idea of there being any
foundation underlying these fancies; she laughed at Mr Sharnall,
and rallied Westray, saying she believed that they both were going
to embark on the quest of the nebuly coat. To Miss Euphemia it was
no laughing matter.

“I think, my dear,” she said to her niece, “that all these
searchings after wealth and fortune are not of God. I believe that
trying to discover things”—and she used “things” with the majestic
comprehensiveness of the female mind—“is generally bad for man. If
it is good for us to be noblemen and rich, then Providence will
bring us to that station; but to try to prove one’s self a nobleman
is like star-gazing and fortune-telling. Idolatry is as the sin of
witchcraft. There can be no blessing on it, and
I reproach myself for ever having given dear Martin’s papers to Mr
Sharnall at all. I only did so because I could not bear to go
through them myself, and thought perhaps that there might be
cheques or something valuable among them. I wish I had burnt
everything at first, and now Mr Sharnall says he will not have the
papers destroyed till he has been through them. I am sure they were
no blessing at all to dear Martin. I hope they may not bewitch
these two gentlemen as well.”










Chapter 12

 


The scheme of restoration had been duly revised in the light of
Lord Blandamer’s generosity, and the work had now entered on such a
methodical progress that Westray was able on occasion to relax
something of that close personal supervision which had been at
first so exacting. Mr Sharnall often played for half an hour or
more after the evening-service, and on such occasions Westray found
time, now and then, to make his way to the organ-loft. The organist
liked to have him there; he was grateful for the token of interest,
however slight, that was implied in such visits; and Westray,
though without technical knowledge, found much to interest him in
the unfamiliar surroundings of the loft. It was a curious little
kingdom of itself, situate over the great stone screen, which at
Cullerne divides the choir from the nave, but as remote and cut off
from the outside world as a desert island. Access was gained to it
by a narrow, round, stone staircase, which led up from the nave at
the south end of the screen. After the bottom door of this
windowless staircase was opened and shut, anyone ascending was left
for a moment in bewildering darkness. He had to grope the way by
his feet feeling the stairs, and by his hand laid on the central
stone shaft which had been polished to the smoothness of marble by
countless other hands of past times.

But, after half a dozen steps, the darkness resolved; there was
first the dusk of dawn, and soon a burst of mellow light, when he
reached the stairhead and stepped out into the loft. Then there
were two things which he noticed before any other—the bow of that
vast Norman arch which spanned the opening into the south transept,
with its lofty and over-delicate roll and cavetto mouldings; and
behind it the head of the Blandamer window, where in the centre of
the infinite multiplication of the tracery shone the sea-green and
silver of the nebuly coat. Afterwards he might remark the
long-drawn roof of the nave, and the chevroned ribs of the Norman
vault, delimiting bay and bay with a saltire as they crossed; or
his eyes might be led up to the lantern of the central tower, and
follow the lighter ascending lines of Abbot Vinnicomb’s
Perpendicular panelling, till they vanished in the windows far
above.

Inside the loft there was room and to spare. It was formed on
ample lines, and had space for a stool or two beside the
performer’s seat, while at the sides ran low bookcases which held
the music library. In these shelves rested the great folios of
Boyce, and Croft, and Arnold, Page and Greene, Battishill and
Crotch—all those splendid and ungrudging tomes for which the
“Rectors and Foundation of Cullerne” had subscribed in older and
richer days. Yet these were but the children of a later birth.
Round about them stood elder brethren, for Cullerne Minster was
still left in possession of its seventeenth-century music-books. A
famous set they were, a hundred or more bound in their old black
polished calf, with a great gold medallion, and “Tenor: Decani,” or
“Contra-tenor: Cantoris,” “Basso,” or “Sopra,” stamped in the
middle of every cover. And inside was parchment with red-ruled
margins, and on the parchment were inscribed services and
“verse-anthems” and “ffull-anthems,” all in engrossing hand and the
most uncompromising of black ink. Therein was a generous table of
contents—Mr Batten and Mr Gibbons, Mr Mundy and Mr Tomkins, Doctor
Bull and Doctor Giles, all neatly filed and paged; and Mr Bird
would incite singers long since turned to churchyard mould to
“bring forthe ye timbrell, ye pleasant harp and ye violl,” and
reinsist with six parts, and a red capital letter, “ye pleasant
harp and ye violl.”

It was a great place for dust, the organ-loft—dust that fell,
and dust that rose; dust of wormy wood, dust of crumbling leather,
dust of tattered mothy curtains that were dropping to pieces, dust
of primeval green baize; but Mr Sharnall had breathed the dust for
forty years, and felt more at home in that place than anywhere
else. If it was Crusoe’s island, he was Crusoe, monarch of all he
surveyed.

“Here, you can take this key,” he said one day to Westray; “it
unlocks the staircase-door; but either tell me when to expect you,
or make a noise as you come up the steps. I don’t like being
startled. Be sure you push the door to after you; it fastens
itself. I am always particular about keeping the door locked,
otherwise one doesn’t know what stranger may take it into his head
to walk up. I can’t bear being startled.” And he glanced behind him
with a strange look in his eyes.

A few days before the Bishop’s visit Westray was with Mr
Sharnall in the organ-loft. He had been there through most of the
service, and, as he sat on his stool in the corner, had watched the
curious diamond pattern of light and dark that the clerestory
windows made with the vaulting-ribs. Anyone outside would have seen
islands of white cloud drifting across the blue sky, and each cloud
as it passed threw the heavy chevroned diagonals inside into bold
relief, and picked out that rebus of a carding-comb encircled by a
wreath of vine-leaves which Nicholas Vinnicomb had inserted for a
vaulting-boss.

The architect had learned to regard the beetling roof with an
almost superstitious awe, and was this day so fascinated with the
strange effect as to be scarcely aware that the service was over
till Mr Sharnall spoke.

“You said you would like to hear my service in D flat—‘Sharnall
in D flat,’ did you not? I will play it through to you now, if you
care to listen. Of course, I can only give you the general effect,
without voices, though, after all, I don’t know that you won’t get
quite as good an idea of it as you could with any voices that we
have here.”

Westray woke up from his dreams and put himself into an attitude
of proper attention, while Mr Sharnall played the service from a
faded manuscript.

“Now,” he said, as he came towards the end—“now listen. This is
the best part of it—a fugal Gloria, ending with a
pedal-point. Here you are, you see—a tonic pedal-point, this D
flat, the very last raised note in my new pedal-board, held down
right through.” And he set his left foot on the pedal. “What do you
think of that for a Magnificat?”
he said, when it was finished; and Westray was ready with all the
conventional expressions of admiration. “It is not bad, is it?” Mr
Sharnall asked; “but the gem of it is the Gloria—not
real fugue, but fugal, with a pedal-point. Did you catch the effect
of that point? I will keep the note down by itself for a second, so
that you may get thoroughly hold of it, and then play
the Gloria again.”

He held down the D flat, and the open pipe went booming and
throbbing through the long nave arcades, and in the dark recesses
of the triforium, and under the beetling vaulting, and quavered
away high up in the lantern, till it seemed like the death-groan of
a giant.

“Take it up,” Westray said; “I can’t bear the throbbing.”

“Very well; now listen while I give you
the Gloria. No, I really think I had better go
through the whole service again; you see, it leads up more
naturally to the finale.”

He began the service again, and played it with all the
conscientious attention and sympathy that the creative artist must
necessarily give to his own work. He enjoyed, too, that pleasurable
surprise which awaits the discovery that a composition laid aside
for many years and half forgotten is better and stronger than had
been imagined, even as a disused dress brought out of the wardrobe
sometimes astonishes us with its freshness and value.

Westray stood on a foot-pace at the end of the loft which
allowed him to look over the curtain into the church. His eyes
roamed through the building as he listened, but he did not
appreciate the music the less. Nay, rather, he appreciated it the
more, as some writers find literary perception and power of
expression quickened at the influence of music itself. The great
church was empty. Janaway had left for his tea; the doors were
locked, no strangers could intrude; there was no sound, no murmur,
no voice, save only the voices of the organ-pipes. So Westray
listened. Stay, were there no other voices? was there nothing he
heard—nothing that spoke within him? At first he was only conscious
of something—something that drew his attention away
from the music, and then the disturbing influence was resolved into
another voice, small, but rising very clear even above “Sharnall in
D flat.” “The arch never sleeps,” said that still and ominous
voice. “The arch never sleeps; they have bound on us a burden too
heavy to be borne. We are shifting it; we never sleep.” And his
eyes turned to the cross arches under the tower. There, above the
bow of the south transept, showed the great crack, black and
writhen as a lightning-flash, just as it had showed any time for a
century—just the same to the ordinary observer, but not to the
architect. He looked at it fixedly for a moment, and then,
forgetting Mr Sharnall and the music, left the loft, and made his
way to the wooden platform that the masons had built up under the
roof.

Mr Sharnall did not even perceive that he had gone down, and
dashed con furore into the Gloria.
“Give me the full great,” he called to the architect, who he
thought was behind him; “give me the full great, all but the reed,”
and snatched the stops out himself when there was no response. “It
went better that time—distinctly better,” he said, as the last note
ceased to sound, and then turned round for Westray’s comment; but
the loft was empty—he was alone.

“Curse the fellow!” he said; “he might at least have let me know
that he was going away. Ah, well, it’s all poor stuff, no doubt.”
And he shut up the manuscript with a lingering and affectionate
touch, that contrasted with so severe a criticism. “It’s poor
stuff; why should I expect anyone to listen to it?”

It was full two hours later that Westray came quickly into the
organist’s room at Bellevue Lodge.

“I beg your pardon, Sharnall,” he said, “for leaving you so
cavalierly. You must have thought me rude and inappreciative; but
the fact is I was so startled that I forgot to tell you why I went.
While you were playing I happened to look up at that great crack
over the south transept arch, and saw something very like recent
movement. I went up at once to the scaffolding, and have been there
ever since. I don’t like it at all; it seems to me that the crack
is opening, and extending. It may mean very serious mischief, and I
have made up my mind to go up to London by the last train to-night.
I must get Sir George Farquhar’s opinion at once.”

The organist grunted. The wound inflicted on his susceptibility
had rankled deeply, and indignation had been tenderly nursed. A
piece of his mind was to have been given to Westray, and he
regretted the very reasonableness of the explanation that robbed
him of his opportunity.

“Pray don’t apologise,” he said; “I never noticed that you had
gone. I really quite forgot that you had been there.”

Westray was too full of his discovery to take note of the
other’s annoyance. He was one of those excitable persons who
mistake hurry for decision of action.

“Yes,” he said, “I must be off to London in half an hour. The
matter is far too serious to play fast-and-loose with. It is quite
possible that we shall have to stop the organ, or even to forbid
the use of the church altogether, till we can shore and strut the
arch. I must go and put my things together.”

So, with heroic promptness and determination, he flung himself
into the last train, and spent the greater part of the night in
stopping at every wayside station, when his purpose would have been
equally served by a letter or by taking the express at Cullerne
Road the next morning.










Chapter 13

 


The organ was not silenced, nor was the service suspended. Sir
George came down to Cullerne, inspected the arch, and rallied his
subordinate for an anxiety which was considered to be
unjustifiable. Yes, the wall above the
arch had moved a little, but not more than was
to be expected from the repairs which were being undertaken with
the vaulting. It was only the old wall coming to its proper
bearings—he would have been surprised, in fact, if no movement had
taken place; it was much safer as it was.

Canon Parkyn was in high good-humour. He rejoiced in seeing the
pert and officious young clerk of the works put in his proper
place; and Sir George had lunched at the Rectory. There was a
repetition of the facetious proposal that Sir George should wait
for payment of his fees until the tower should fall, which acquired
fresh point from the circumstance that all payments were now
provided for by Lord Blandamer. The ha-ha-ing which accompanied
this witticism palled at length even upon the robust Sir George,
and he winced under a dig in the ribs, which an extra glass of port
had emboldened the Canon to administer.

“Well, well, Mr Rector,” he said, “we cannot put old heads on
young shoulders. Mr Westray was quite justified in referring the
matter to me. It has an ugly look; one
needs experienceto be able to see through things like
this.” And he pulled up his collar, and adjusted his tie.

Westray was content to accept his Chief’s decision as a matter
of faith, though not of conviction. The black lightning-flash was
impressed on his mental retina, the restless cry of the arches was
continually in his ear; he seldom passed the transept-crossing
without hearing it. But he bore his rebuke with exemplary
resignation—the more so that he was much interested in some visits
which Lord Blandamer paid him at this period. Lord Blandamer called
more than once at Bellevue Lodge in the evenings, even as late as
nine o’clock, and would sit with Westray for two hours together,
turning over plans and discussing the restoration. The architect
learnt to appreciate the charm of his manner, and was continually
astonished at the architectural knowledge and critical power which
he displayed. Mr Sharnall would sometimes join them for a few
minutes, but Lord Blandamer never appeared quite at his ease when
the organist was present; and Westray could not help thinking that
Mr Sharnall was sometimes tactless, and even rude, considering that
he was beholden to Lord Blandamer for new pedals and new bellows
and a water-engine in esse, and for the entire repair
of the organ in posse.

“I can’t help being ‘beholden to him,’ as you genteelly put it,”
Mr Sharnall said one evening, when Lord Blandamer had gone. “I
can’t stop his giving new bellows or a new
pedal-board. And we do want the new board and the additional pipes.
As it is, I can’t play German music, can’t touch a good deal of
Bach’s organ work. Who is to say this man nay, if he chooses to
alter the organ? But I’m not going to truckle to anyone, and least
of all to him. Do you want me to fall flat on my face because he is
a lord? Pooh! we could all be lords like him. Give me another week
with Martin’s papers, and I’ll open your eyes. Ay, you may stare
and sniff if you please, but you’ll open your eyes
then. Ex oriente lux—that’s where the light’s coming
from, out of Martin’s papers. Once this Confirmation over, and
you’ll see. I can’t settle to the papers till that’s done with.
What do people want to confirm these boys and girls for? It only
makes hypocrites of wholesome children. I hate the whole business.
If people want to make their views public, let them do it at
five-and-twenty; then we should believe that they knew something of
what they were about.”

The day of the Bishop’s visit had arrived; the Bishop had
arrived himself; he had entered the door of Bellevue Lodge; he had
been received by Miss Euphemia Joliffe as one who receives an angel
awares; he had lunched in Mr Sharnall’s room, and had partaken of
the cold lamb, and the Stilton, and even of the cider-cup, to just
such an extent as became a healthy and good-hearted and
host-considering bishop.

“You have given me a regular Oxford lunch,” he said. “Your
landlady has been brought up in the good tradition.” And he smiled,
never doubting that he was partaking of the ordinary provision of
the house, and that Mr Sharnall fared thus sumptuously every day.
He knew not that the meal was as much a set piece as a dinner on
the stage, and that cold lamb and Stilton and cider-cup were more
often represented by the bottom of a tin of potted meat and—a gill
of cheap whisky.

“A regular Oxford lunch.” And then they fell to talking of old
days, and the Bishop called Mr Sharnall “Nick,” and Mr Sharnall
called the Bishop of Carum “John”; and they walked round the room
looking at pictures of college groups and college eights, and the
Bishop examined very tenderly the little water-colour sketch that
Mr Sharnall had once made of the inner quad; and they identified in
it their own old rooms, and the rooms of several other men of their
acquaintance.

The talk did Mr Sharnall good; he felt the better for it every
moment. He had meant to be very proud and reserved with the
Bishop—to be most dignified and coldly courteous. He had meant to
show that, though John Willis might wear the gaiters, Nicholas
Sharnall could retain his sturdy independence, and was not going to
fawn or to admit himself to be the mental inferior of any man. He
had meant to give a tirade against Confirmation,
against the neglect of music, against rectors, with perhaps a
back-thrust at the Bench of Bishops itself. But he had done none of
these things, because neither pride nor reserve nor assertiveness
were possible in John Willis’s company. He had merely eaten a good
lunch, and talked with a kindly, broad-minded gentleman, long
enough to warm his withered heart, and make him feel that there
were still possibilities in life.

There is a bell that rings for a few strokes three-quarters of
an hour before every service at Cullerne. It is called the Burgess
Bell—some say because it was meant to warn such burgesses as dwelt
at a distance that it was time to start for church; whilst others
will have it that Burgess is but a broken-down form
of expergiscere—“Awake! awake!”—that those who dozed
might rise for prayer. The still air of the afternoon was yet
vibrating with the Burgess Bell, and the Bishop rose to take his
leave.

If it was the organist of Cullerne who had been ill at ease when
their interview began, it was the Bishop of Carisbury who was
embarrassed at the end of it. He had asked himself to lunch with Mr
Sharnall with a definite object, and towards the attainment of that
object nothing had been done. He had learnt that his old friend had
fallen upon evil times, and, worse, had fallen into evil
courses—that the failing which had ruined his Oxford career had
broken out again with a fresh fire in advancing age, that Nicholas
Sharnall was in danger of a drunkard’s judgment.

There had been lucid intervals in the organist’s life; the
plague would lie dormant for years, and then break out, to cancel
all the progress that had been made. It was like a “race-game”
where the little leaden horse is moved steadily forward, till at
last the die falls on the fatal number, and the racer must lose a
turn, or go back six, or, even in the worst issue, begin his whole
course again. It was in the forlorn hope of doing something,
however little, to arrest a man on the downward slope that the
Bishop had come to Bellevue Lodge; he hoped to speak the word in
season that should avail. Yet nothing had been said. He felt like a
clerk who has sought an interview with his principal to ask for an
increase of salary, and then, fearing to broach the subject,
pretends to have come on other business. He felt like a son longing
to ask his father’s counsel in some grievous scrape, or like an
extravagant wife waiting her opportunity to confess some heavy
debt.

“A quarter past two,” the Bishop said; “I must be going. It has
been a great pleasure to recall the old times. I hope we shall meet
again soon; but remember it is your turn now to come and see me.
Carisbury is not so very far off, so do come. There is always a bed
ready for you. Will you walk up the street with me now? I have to
go to the Rectory, and I suppose you will be going to the church,
will you not?”

“Yes,” said Mr Sharnall; “I’ll come with you if you wait one
minute. I think I’ll take just a drop of something before I go, if
you’ll excuse me. I feel rather run down, and the service is a long
one. You won’t join me, of course?” And he went to the
cupboard.

The Bishop’s opportunity was come.

“Don’t, Sharnall. Don’t, Nick,” he said; “don’t take that stuff.
Forgive me for speaking openly, the time is so short. I am not
speaking professionally or from the religious standpoint, but only
just as one man of the world to another, just as one friend to
another, because I cannot bear to see you going on like this
without trying to stop you. Don’t take offence, Nick,” he added, as
he saw the change of the other’s countenance; “our old friendship
gives me a right to speak; the story you are writing on your own
face gives me a right to speak. Give it up. There is time yet to
turn; give it up. Let me help you; is there nothing I can do to
help?”

The angry look that crossed Mr Sharnall’s face had given way to
sadness.

“It is all very easy for you,” he said; “you’ve done everything
in life, and have a long row of milestones behind you to show how
you’ve moved on. I have done nothing, only gone back, and have all
the milestones in front to show how I’ve failed. It’s easy to twit
me when you’ve got everything you want—position, reputation,
fortune, a living faith to keep you up to it. I am nobody,
miserably poor, have no friends, and don’t believe half we say in
church. What am I to do? No one cares a fig about me; what have I
got to live for? To drink is the only chance I have of feeling a
little pleasure in life; of losing for a few moments the dreadful
consciousness of being an outcast; of losing for a moment the
remembrance of happy days long ago: that’s the greatest torment of
all, Willis. Don’t blame me if I drink; it’s the elixir
vitae for me just as much as for Paracelsus.” And he
turned the handle of the cupboard.

“Don’t,” the Bishop said again, putting his hand on the
organist’s arm; “don’t do it; don’t touch it. Don’t make success
any criterion of life; don’t talk about ‘getting on.’ We shan’t be
judged by how we have got on. Come along with me; show you’ve got
your old resolution, your old will-power.”

“I haven’t got the power,” Mr Sharnall said;
“I can’t help it.” But he took his hand from the cupboard-door.

“Then let me help it for you,” said the Bishop; and he opened
the cupboard, found a half-used bottle of whisky, drove the cork
firmly into it, and put it under his arm inside the lappet of his
coat. “Come along.”

So the Bishop of Carisbury walked up the High Street of Cullerne
with a bottle of whisky under his left arm. But no one could see
that, because it was hid under his coat; they only saw that he had
his right arm inside Mr Sharnall’s. Some thought this an act of
Christian condescension, but others praised the times that were
past; bishops were losing caste, they said, and it was a sad day
for the Church when they were found associating openly with persons
so manifestly their inferiors.

“We must see more of each other,” the Bishop said, as they
walked under the arcade in front of the shops. “You must get out of
this quag somehow. You can’t expect to do it all at once, but we
must make a beginning. I have taken away your temptation under my
coat, and you must make a start from this minute; you must make me
a promise now. I have to be in Cullerne again in six
days’ time, and will come and see you. You must promise me not to
touch anything for these six days, and you must drive back with me
to Carisbury when I go back then, and spend a few days with me.
Promise me this, Nick; the time is pressing, and I must leave you,
but you must promise me this first.”

The organist hesitated for a moment, but the Bishop gripped his
arm.

“Promise me this; I will not go till you promise.”

“Yes, I promise.”

And lying-and-mischief-making Mrs Flint, who was passing, told
afterwards how she had overheard the Bishop discussing with Mr
Sharnall the best means for introducing ritualism into the minster,
and how the organist had promised to do his very best to help him
so far as the musical part of the sendee was concerned.

The Confirmation was concluded without any contretemps, save
that two of the Grammar School boys incurred an open and
well-merited rebuke from the master for appearing in gloves of a
much lighter slate colour than was in any way decorous, and that
this circumstance reduced the youngest Miss Bulteel to such a state
of hysteric giggling that her mother was forced to remove her from
the church, and thus deprive her of spiritual privileges for
another year.

Mr Sharnall bore his probation bravely. Three days had passed,
and he had not broken his vow—no, not in one jot or tittle. They
had been days of fine weather, brilliantly clear autumn days of
blue sky and exhilarating air. They had been bright days for Mr
Sharnall; he was himself exhilarated; he felt a new life coursing
in his veins. The Bishop’s talk had done him good; from his heart
he thanked the Bishop for it. Giving up drinking had done him no
harm; he felt all the better for his abstinence. It had not
depressed him at all; on the contrary, he was more cheerful than he
had been for years. Scales had fallen from his eyes since that
talk; he had regained his true bearings; he began to see the
verities of life. How he had wasted his time!
Why had he been so sour?
why had he indulged his spleen?
why had he taken such a jaundiced view of life?
He would put aside all jealousies; he would have no enmities; he
would be broader-minded—oh, so much broader-minded; he would
embrace all mankind—yes, even Canon Parkyn. Above all, he would
recognise that he was well advanced in life; he would be more
sober-thinking, would leave childish things, would resolutely
renounce his absurd infatuation for Anastasia. What a ridiculous
idea—a crabbed old sexagenarian harbouring affection for a young
girl! Henceforth she should be nothing to him—absolutely nothing.
No, that would be foolish; it would not be fair to her to cut her
off from all friendship; he could feel for her a fatherly
affection—it should be paternal and nothing more. He would bid
adieu to all that folly, and his life should not be a whit the
emptier for the loss. He would fill it with interests—all kinds of
interests, and his music should be the first. He would take up
again, and carry out to the end, that oratorio which he had turned
over in his mind for years—the “Absalom.” He had several numbers at
his fingers’ ends; he would work out the bass solo, “Oh, Absalom,
my son, my son!” and the double chorus that followed it, “Make
ready, ye mighty; up and bare your swords!”

So he discoursed joyfully with his own heart, and felt above
measure elated at the great and sudden change that was wrought in
him, not recognising that the clouds return after the rain, and
that the leopard may change his spots as easily as man may change
his habits. To change a habit at fifty-five or forty-five or
thirty-five; to ordain that rivers shall flow uphill; to divert the
relentless sequence of cause and effect—how often dare we say this
happens? Nemo repente—no man ever suddenly became
good. A moment’s spiritual agony may blunt our instincts and
paralyse the evil in us—for a while, even as chloroform may dull
our bodily sense; but for permanence there is no sudden turning of
the mind; sudden repentances in life or death are equally
impossible.

Three halcyon days were followed by one of those dark and
lowering mornings when the blank life seems blanker, and when the
gloom of nature is too accurately reflected in the nervous
temperament of man. On healthy youth climatic influences have no
effect, and robust middle age, if it perceive them, goes on its way
steadfast or stolid, with a cela passera, tout
passera. But on the feeble and the failing such times fall
with a weight of fretful despondency; and so they fell on Mr
Sharnall.

He was very restless about the time of the mid-day meal. There
came up a thick, dark fog from the sea, which went rolling in great
masses over Cullerne Flat, till its fringe caught the outskirts of
the town. After that, it settled in the streets, and took up its
special abode in Bellevue Lodge; till Miss Euphemia coughed so that
she had to take two ipecacuanha lozenges, and Mr Sharnall was
forced to ring for a lamp to see his victuals. He went up to
Westray’s room to ask if he might eat his dinner upstairs, but he
found that the architect had gone to London, and would not be back
till the evening train; so he was thrown upon his own
resources.

He ate little, and by the end of the meal depression had so far
got the better of him, that he found himself standing before a
well-known cupboard. Perhaps the abstemiousness of the last three
days had told upon him, and drove him for refuge to his usual
comforter. It was by instinct that he went to the cupboard; he was
not even conscious of doing so till he had the open door in his
hand. Then resolution returned to him, aided, it may be, by the
reflection that the cupboard was bare (for the Bishop had taken
away the whisky), and he shut the door sharply. Was it possible
that he had so soon forgotten his promise—had come so perilously
near falling back into the mire, after the bright prospects of the
last days, after so lucid an interval? He went to his bureau and
buried himself in Martin Joliffe’s papers, till the Burgess Bell
gave warning of the afternoon service.

The gloom and fog made way by degrees for a drizzling rain,
which resolved itself into a steady downpour as the afternoon wore
on. It was so heavy that Mr Sharnall could hear the indistinct
murmur of millions of raindrops on the long lead roofs, and their
more noisy splash and spatter as they struck the windows in the
lantern and north transept. He was in a bad humour as he came down
from the loft. The boys had sung sleepily and flat; Jaques had
murdered the tenor solo with his strained and raucous voice; and
old Janaway remembered afterwards that Mr Sharnall had never
vouchsafed a good-afternoon as he strode angrily down the
aisle.

Things were no better when he reached Bellevue Lodge. He was wet
and chilled, and there was no fire in the grate, because it was too
early in the year for such luxuries to be afforded. He would go to
the kitchen, and take his tea there. It was Saturday afternoon.
Miss Joliffe would be at the Dorcas meeting, but Anastasia would be
in; and this reflection came to him as a ray of sunlight in a dark
and lowering time. Anastasia would be in, and alone; he would sit
by the fire and drink a cup of hot tea, while Anastasia should talk
to him and gladden his heart. He tapped lightly at the
kitchen-door, and as he opened it a gusty buffet of damp air smote
him on the face; the room was empty. Through a half-open sash the
wet had driven in, and darkened the top of the deal table which
stood against the window; the fire was but a smouldering ash. He
shut the window instinctively while he reflected. Where could
Anastasia be? She must have left the kitchen some time, otherwise
the fire would not be so low, and she would have seen that the rain
was beating in. She must be upstairs; she had no doubt taken
advantage of Westray’s absence to set his room in order. He would
go up to her; perhaps there was a fire in Westray’s room.

He went up the circular stone staircase, that ran like a wide
well from top to bottom of the old Hand of God. The stone steps and
the stone floor of the hall, the stuccoed walls, and the coved
stucco roof which held the skylight at the top, made a
whispering-gallery of that gaunt staircase; and before Mr Sharnall
had climbed half-way up he heard voices.

They were voices in conversation; Anastasia had company. And
then he heard that one was a man’s voice. What right had any man to
be in Westray’s room? What man had any right to be talking to
Anastasia? A wild suspicion passed through his mind—no, that was
quite impossible. He would not play the eavesdropper or creep near
them to listen; but, as he reflected, he had mounted a step or two
higher, and the voices were now more distinct. Anastasia had
finished speaking, and the man began again. There was one second of
uncertainty in Mr Sharnall’s mind, while the hope that it was not,
balanced the fear that it was; and then doubt vanished, and he knew
the voice to be Lord Blandamer’s.

The organist sprang up two or three steps very quickly. He would
go straight to them—straight into Westray’s room; he would— And
then he paused; he would do, what? What right had he to go there at
all? What had he to do with them? What was there for anyone to do?
He paused, then turned and went downstairs again, telling himself
that he was a fool—that he was making mountains of molehills, that
there did not exist, in fact, even a molehill; yet having all the
while a sickening feeling within him, as if some gripping hand had
got hold of his poor physical and material heart, and was squeezing
it. His room looked more gloomy than ever when he got back to it,
but it did not matter now, because he was not going to remain
there. He only stopped for a minute to sweep back into the bureau
all those loose papers of Martin Joliffe’s that were lying in a
tumble on the open desk-flap. He smiled grimly as he put them back
and locked them in. Le jour viendra qui tout paiera.
These papers held a vengeance that would atone for all wrongs.

He took down his heavy and wet-sodden overcoat from the peg in
the hall, and reflected with some satisfaction that the bad weather
could not seriously damage it, for it had turned green with wear,
and must be replaced as soon as he got his next quarter’s salary.
The rain still fell heavily, but he must go out.
Four walls were too narrow to hold his chafing mood, and the
sadness of outward nature accorded well with a gloomy spirit. So he
shut the street-door noiselessly, and went down the semicircular
flight of stone steps in front of the Hand of God, just as Lord
Blandamer had gone down them on that historic evening when
Anastasia first saw him. He turned back to look at the house, just
as Lord Blandamer had turned back then; but was not so fortunate as
his illustrious predecessor, for Westray’s window was tight shut,
and there was no one to be seen.

“I wish I may never look upon the place again,” he said to
himself, half in earnest, and half with that cynicism which men
affect because they know Fate seldom takes them at their word.

For an hour or more he wandered aimlessly, and found himself, as
night fell, on the western outskirts of the town, where a small
tannery carries on the last pretence of commercial activity in
Cullerne. It is here that the Cull, which has run for miles under
willow and alder, through deep pastures golden with marsh marigolds
or scented with meadow-sweet, past cuckoo-flower and pitcher-plant
and iris and nodding bulrush, forsakes better traditions, and
becomes a common town-sluice before it deepens at the wharves, and
meets the sandy churn of the tideway. Mr Sharnall had become aware
that he was tired, and he stood and leant over the iron paling that
divides the roadway from the stream. He did not know how tired he
was till he stopped walking, nor how the rain had wetted him till
he bent his head a little forward, and a cascade of water fell from
the brim of his worn-out hat.

It was a forlorn and dismal stream at which he looked. The low
tannery buildings of wood projected in part over the water, and
were supported on iron props, to which were attached water-whitened
skins and repulsive portions of entrails, that swung slowly from
side to side as the river took them. The water here is little more
than three feet deep, and beneath its soiled current can be seen a
sandy bottom on which grow patches of coarse duck-weed. To Mr
Sharnall these patches of a green so dark and drain-soiled as to be
almost black in the failing light, seemed tresses of drowned hair,
and he weaved stories about them for himself as the stream now
swayed them to and fro, and now carried them out at length.

He observed things with that vacant observation which the body
at times insists on maintaining, when the mind is busy with some
overmastering preoccupation. He observed the most trivial details;
he made an inventory of the things which he could see lying on the
dirty bed of the river underneath the dirty water. There was a tin
bucket with a hole in the bottom; there was a brown teapot without
a spout; there was an earthenware blacking-bottle too strong to be
broken; there were other shattered glass bottles and shards of
crockery; there was a rim of a silk hat, and more than one toeless
boot. He turned away, and looked down the road towards the town.
They were beginning to light the lamps, and the reflections showed
a criss-cross of white lines on the muddy road, where the water
stood in the wheel-tracks. There was a dark vehicle coming down the
road now, making a fresh track in the mud, and leaving two
shimmering lines behind it as it went. He gave a little start when
it came nearer, and he saw that it was the undertaker’s cart
carrying out a coffin for some pauper at the Union Workhouse.

He gave a start and a shiver; the wet had come through his
overcoat; he could feel it on his arms; he could feel the cold and
clinging wet striking at his knees. He was stiff with standing so
long, and a rheumatic pain checked him suddenly as he tried to
straighten himself. He would walk quickly to warm himself—would go
home at once. Home—what home had he? That great,
gaunt Hand of God. He detested it and all that were within its
walls. That was no home. Yet he was walking briskly towards it,
having no other whither to go.

He was in the mean little streets, he was within five minutes of
his goal, when he heard singing. He was passing the same little inn
which he had passed the first night that Westray came. The same
voice was singing inside which had sung the night that Westray
came. Westray had brought discomfort; Westray had brought Lord
Blandamer. Things had never been the same since; he wished Westray
had never come at all; he wished—oh, how he wished!—that all might
be as it was before—that all might jog along quietly as it had for
a generation before. She certainly had a fine voice, this woman. It
really would be worth while seeing who she was; he wished he could
just look inside the door. Stay, he could easily make an excuse for
looking in: he would order a little hot whisky-and-water. He was so
wet, it was prudent to take something to drink. It might ward off a
bad chill. He would only take a very little, and only as a
medicine, of course; there could be no harm
in that—it was mere prudence.

He took off his hat, shook the rain from it, turned the handle
of the door very gently, with the consideration of a musician who
will do nothing to interrupt another who is making music, and went
in.

He found himself in that sanded parlour which he had seen once
before through the window. It was a long, low room, with heavy
beams crossing the roof, and at the end was an open fireplace,
where a kettle hung above a smouldering fire. In a corner sat an
old man playing on a fiddle, and near him the Creole woman stood
singing; there were some tables round the room, and behind them
benches on which a dozen men were sitting. There was no young man
among them, and most had long passed the meridian of life. Their
faces were sun-tanned and mahogany-coloured; some wore earrings in
their ears, and strange curls of grey hair at the side of their
heads. They looked as if they might have been sitting there for
years—as if they might be the crew of some long-foundered vessel to
whom has been accorded a Nirvana of endless tavern-fellowship. None
of them took any notice of Mr Sharnall, for music was exercising
its transporting power, and their thoughts were far away. Some were
with old Cullerne whalers, with the harpoon and the ice-floe; some
dreamt of square-stemmed timber-brigs, of the Baltic and the white
Memel-logs, of wild nights at sea and wilder nights ashore; and
some, remembering violet skies and moonlight through the
mango-groves, looked on the Creole woman, and tried to recall in
her faded features, sweet, swart faces that had kindled youthful
fires a generation since.


“Then the grog, boys—the grog, boys, bring hither,”



sang the Creole.


    “Fill it up true to the brim.

May the mem’ry of Nelson ne’er wither

    Nor the star of his glory grow dim.”



There were rummers standing on the tables, and now and then a
drinking-brother would break the sugar-knobs in his liquor with a
glass stirrer, or take a deep draught of the brown jorum that
steamed before him. No one spoke to Mr Sharnall; only the landlord,
without asking what he would take, set before him a glass filled
with the same hot spirit as the other guests were drinking.

The organist accepted his fate with less reluctance than he
ought perhaps to have displayed, and a few minutes later was
drinking and smoking with the rest. He found the liquor to his
liking, and soon experienced the restoring influences of the warm
room and of the spirit. He hung his coat up on a peg, and in its
dripping condition, and in the wet which had penetrated to his
skin, found ample justification for accepting without demur a
second bumper with which the landlord replaced his empty glass.
Rummer followed rummer, and still the Creole woman sang at
intervals, and still the company smoked and drank.

Mr Sharnall drank too, but by-and-by saw things less clearly, as
the room grew hotter and more clouded with tobacco-smoke. Then he
found the Creole woman standing before him, and holding out a shell
for contributions. He had in his pocket only one single coin—a
half-crown that was meant to be a fortnight’s pocket-money; but he
was excited, and had no hesitation.

“There,” he said, with an air of one who gives a kingdom—“there,
take that: you deserve it; but sing me a song that I heard you sing
once before, something about the rolling sea.”

She nodded that she understood, and after the collection was
finished, gave the money to the blind man, and bade him play for
her.

It was a long ballad, with many verses and a refrain of:


“Oh, take me back to those I love,

    Or bring them here to me;

I have no heart to rove, to rove

    Across the rolling sea.”



At the end she came back, and sat down on the bench by Mr
Sharnall.

“Will you not give me something to drink?” she said, speaking in
very good English. “You all drink; why should not I?”

He beckoned to the landlord to bring her a glass, and she drank
of it, pledging the organist.

“You sing well,” he said, “and with a little training should
sing very well indeed. How do you come to be here? You ought to do
better than this; if I were you, I would not sing in such
company.”

She looked at him angrily.

“How do I come to be here? How
do you come to be here? If I had a little
training, I should sing better, and if I had your training, Mr
Sharnall”—and she brought out his name with a sneering emphasis—“I
should not be here at all, drinking myself silly in a place like
this.”

She got up, and went back to the old fiddler, but her words had
a sobering influence on the organist, and cut him to the quick. So
all his good resolutions had vanished. His promise to the Bishop
was broken; the Bishop would be back again on Monday, and find him
as bad as ever—would find him worse; for the devil had returned,
and was making riot in the garnished house. He turned to pay his
reckoning, but his half-crown had gone to the Creole; he had no
money, he was forced to explain to the landlord, to humiliate
himself, to tell his name and address. The man grumbled and made
demur. Gentlemen who drank in good company, he said, should be
prepared to pay their shot like gentlemen. Mr Sharnall had drunk
enough to make it a serious thing for a poor man not to get paid.
Mr Sharnall’s story might be true, but it was a funny thing for an
organist to come and drink at the Merrymouth, and have no money in
his pocket. It had stopped raining; he could leave his overcoat as
a pledge of good faith, and come back and fetch it later. So Mr
Sharnall was constrained to leave this part of his equipment, and
was severed from a well-worn overcoat, which had been the companion
of years. He smiled sadly to himself as he turned at the open door,
and saw his coat still hang dripping on the peg. If it were put up
to auction, would it ever fetch enough to pay for what he had
drunk?

It was true that it had stopped raining, and though the sky was
still overcast, there was a lightness diffused behind the clouds
that spoke of a rising moon. What should he do? Whither should he
turn? He could not go back to the Hand of God; there were some
there who did not want him—whom he did not want. Westray would not
be home, or, if he were, Westray would know that he had been
drinking; he could not bear that they should see that he had been
drinking again.

And then there came into his mind another thought: he would go
to the church, the water-engine should blow for him, and he would
play himself sober. Stay, should he go to the
church—the great church of Saint Sepulchre alone? Would he be alone
there? If he thought that he would be alone, he would feel more
secure; but might there not be someone else there, or something
else? He gave a little shiver, but the drink was in his veins; he
laughed pot-valiantly, and turned up an alley towards the centre
tower, that loomed dark in the wet, misty whiteness of the cloud
screened moon.










Chapter 14

 


Westray returned to Cullerne by the evening train. It was near
ten o’clock, and he was finishing his supper, when someone tapped
at the door, and Miss Euphemia Joliffe came in.

“I beg your pardon for interrupting you, sir,” she said; “I am a
little anxious about Mr Sharnall. He was not in at teatime, and has
not come back since. I thought you might know perhaps where he was.
It is years since he has been out so late in the evening.”

“I haven’t the least idea where he is,” Westray said rather
testily, for he was tired with a long day’s work. “I suppose he has
gone out somewhere to supper.”

“No one ever asks Mr Sharnall out. I do not think he can be gone
out to supper.”

“Oh, well, I dare say he will turn up in due course; let me hear
before you go to bed if he has come back;” and he poured himself
out another cup of tea, for he was one of those thin-blooded and
old-womanly men who elevate the drinking of tea instead of other
liquids into a special merit. “He could not understand,” he said,
“why everybody did not drink tea. It was so much more
refreshing—one could work so much better after drinking tea.”

He turned to some calculations for the section of a tie-rod,
with which Sir George Farquhar had at last consented to strengthen
the south side of the tower, and did not notice how time passed
till there came another irritating tap, and his landlady
reappeared.

“It is nearly twelve o’clock,” she said, “and we have seen
nothing of Mr Sharnall. I am so alarmed! I am sure I am very sorry
to trouble you, Mr Westray, but my niece and I are so alarmed.”

“I don’t quite see what I am to do,” Westray said, looking up.
“Could he have gone out with Lord Blandamer? Do you think Lord
Blandamer could have asked him to Fording?”

“Lord Blandamer was here this afternoon,” Miss Joliffe answered,
“but he never saw Mr Sharnall, because Mr Sharnall was not at
home.”

“Oh, Lord Blandamer was here, was he?” asked Westray. “Did he
leave no message for me?”

“He asked if you were in, but he left no message for you. He
drank a cup of tea with us. I think he came in merely as a friendly
visitor,” Miss Joliffe said with some dignity. “I think he came in
to drink a cup of tea with me. I was unfortunately at the Dorcas
meeting when he first arrived, but on my return he drank tea with
me.”

“It is curious; he seems generally to come on Saturday
afternoons,” said Westray. “Are you always at
the Dorcas meeting on Saturday afternoons?”

“Yes,” Miss Joliffe said, “I am always at the meeting on
Saturday afternoons.”

There was a minute’s pause—Westray and Miss Joliffe were both
thinking.

“Well, well,” Westray said, “I shall be working for some time
yet, and will let Mr Sharnall in if he comes;
but I suspect that he has been invited to spend the night at
Fording. Anyhow, you can go to bed with a clear conscience, Miss
Joliffe; you have waited up far beyond your usual time.”

So Miss Euphemia went to bed, and left Westray alone; and a few
minutes later the four quarter-chimes rang, and the tenor struck
twelve, and then the bells fell to playing a tune, as they did
every three hours day and night. Those who dwell near Saint
Sepulchre’s take no note of the bells. The ear grows so accustomed
to them, that quarter by quarter and hour by hour strike
unperceived. If strangers come to stop under the shadow of the
church the clangour disturbs their sleep for the first night, and
after that they, too, hear nothing. So Westray would sit working
late night by night, and could not say whether the bells had rung
or not. It was only when attention was too wide awake that he heard
them, but he heard them this night, and listened while they played
the sober melody of “Mount Ephraim.” (See Appendix at end for
tune.)

He got up, flung his window open, and looked out. The storm had
passed; the moon, which was within a few hours of the full, rode
serenely in the blue heaven with a long bank of dappled white cloud
below, whose edge shone with an amber iridescence. He looked over
the clustered roofs and chimneys of the town; the upward glow from
the market-place showed that the lamps were still burning, though
he could not see them. Then, as the glow lessened gradually and
finally became extinct, he knew that the lights were being put out
because midnight was past. The moonlight glittered on the roofs,
which were still wet, and above all towered in gigantic sable mass
the centre tower of Saint Sepulchre’s.

Westray felt a curious physical tension. He was excited, he
could not tell why; he knew that sleep would be impossible if he
were to go to bed. It was an odd thing that
Sharnall had not come home; Sharnall must have
gone to Fording. He had spoken vaguely of an invitation to Fording
that he had received; but if he had gone there he must have taken
some things with him for the night, and he had not taken anything,
or Miss Euphemia would have said so. Stay, he would go down to
Sharnall’s room and see if he could find any trace of his taking
luggage; perhaps he had left some message to explain his absence.
He lit a candle and went down, down the great well-staircase where
the stone steps echoed under his feet. A patch of bright moonshine
fell on the stairs from the skylight at the top, and a noise of
someone moving in the attics told him that Miss Joliffe was not yet
asleep. There was nothing in the organist’s room to give any
explanation of his absence. The light of the candle was reflected
on the front of the piano, and Westray shuddered involuntarily as
he remembered the conversation which he had a few weeks before with
this friend, and Mr Sharnall’s strange hallucinations as to the man
that walked behind him with a hammer. He looked into the bedroom
with a momentary apprehension that his friend might have been
seized with illness, and be lying all this time unconscious; but
there was no one there—the bed was undisturbed. So he went back to
his own room upstairs, but the night had turned so chill that he
could no longer bear the open window. He stood with his hand upon
the sash looking out for a moment before he pulled it down, and
noticed how the centre tower dominated and prevailed over all the
town. It was impossible, surely, that this rock-like mass could be
insecure; how puny and insufficient to uphold such a tottering
giant seemed the tie-rods whose section he was working out. And
then he thought of the crack above the south transept arch that he
had seen from the organ-loft, and remembered how “Sharnall in D
flat” had been interrupted by the discovery. Why, Mr Sharnall might
be in the church; perhaps he had gone down to practise and been
shut in. Perhaps his key had broken, and he could not get out; he
wondered that he had not thought of the church before.

In a minute he had made up his mind to go to the minster. As
resident architect he possessed a master key which opened all the
doors; he would walk round, and see if he could find anything of
the missing organist before going to bed. He strode quickly through
the deserted streets. The lamps were all put out, for Cullerne
economised gas at times of full moon. There was nothing moving, his
footsteps rang on the pavement, and echoed from wall to wall. He
took the short-cut by the wharves, and in a few minutes came to the
old Bonding-house.

The shadows hung like black velvet in the spaces between the
brick buttresses that shored up the wall towards the quay. He
smiled to himself as he thought of the organist’s nervousness, of
those strange fancies as to someone lurking in the black
hiding-holes, and as to buildings being in some way connected with
man’s fate. Yet he knew that his smile was assumed, for he felt all
the while the oppression of the loneliness, of the sadness of a
half-ruined building, of the gurgling mutter of the river, and
instinctively quickened his pace. He was glad when he had passed
the spot, and again that night, as he looked back, he saw the
strange effect of light and darkness which produced the impression
of someone standing in the shadow of the last buttress space. The
illusion was so perfect that he thought he could make out the
figure of a man, in a long loose cape that napped in the wind.

He had passed the wrought-iron gates now—he was in the
churchyard, and it was then that he first became aware of a soft,
low, droning, sound which seemed to fill the air all about him. He
stopped for a moment to listen; what was it? Where was the noise?
It grew more distinct as he passed along the flagged stone path
which led to the north door. Yes, it certainly came from inside the
church. What could it be? What could anyone be doing in the church
at this hour of night?

He was in the north porch now, and then he knew what it was. It
was a low note of the organ—a pedal-note; he was almost sure it was
that very pedal-point which the organist had explained to him with
such pride. The sound reassured him nothing had happened to Mr
Sharnall—he was practising in the church; it was only some mad
freak of his to be playing so late; he was practising that service
“Sharnall in D flat.”

He took out his key to unlock the wicket, and was surprised to
find it already open, because he knew that it was the organist’s
habit to lock himself in. He passed into the great church. It was
strange, there was no sound of music; there was no one playing;
there was only the intolerably monotonous booming of a single
pedal-note, with an occasional muffled thud when the water-engine
turned spasmodically to replenish the emptying bellows.

“Sharnall!” he shouted—“Sharnall, what are you doing? Don’t you
know how late it is?”

He paused, and thought at first that someone was answering
him—he thought that he heard people muttering in the choir; but it
was only the echo of his own voice, his own voice tossed from
pillar to pillar and arch to arch, till it faded into a wail of
“Sharnall, Sharnall!” in the lantern.

It was the first time that he had been in the church at night,
and he stood for a moment overcome with the mystery of the place,
while he gazed at the columns of the nave standing white in the
moonlight like a row of vast shrouded figures. He called again to
Mr Sharnall, and again received no answer, and then he made his way
up the nave to the little doorway that leads to the organ-loft
stairs.

This door also was open, and he felt sure now that Mr Sharnall
was not in the organ-loft at all, for had he been he would
certainly have locked himself in. The pedal-note must be merely
ciphering, or something, perhaps a book, might have fallen upon it,
and was holding it down. He need not go up to the loft now; he
would not go up. The throbbing of the low note had on him the same
unpleasant effect as on a previous occasion. He tried to reassure
himself, yet felt all the while a growing premonition that
something might be wrong, something might be terribly wrong. The
lateness of the hour, the isolation from all things living, the
spectral moonlight which made the darkness darker—this combination
of utter silence, with the distressing vibration of the pedal-note,
filled him with something akin to panic. It seemed to him as if the
place was full of phantoms, as if the monks of Saint Sepulchre’s
were risen from under their gravestones, as if there were other
dire faces among them such as wait continually on deeds of evil. He
checked his alarm before it mastered him. Come what might, he would
go up to the organ-loft, and he plunged into the staircase that
leads up out of the nave.

It is a circular stair, twisted round a central pillar, of which
mention has already been made, and though short, is very dark even
in bright daylight. But at night the blackness is inky and
impenetrable, and Westray fumbled for an appreciable time before he
had climbed sufficiently far up to perceive the glimmer of
moonlight at the top. He stepped out at last into the loft, and saw
that the organ seat was empty. The great window at the end of the
south transept shone full in front of him; it seemed as if it must
be day and not night—the light from the window was so strong in
comparison with the darkness which he had left. There was a subdued
shimmer in the tracery where the stained glass gleamed
diaphanous—amethyst and topaz, chrysoprase and jasper, a dozen
jewels as in the foundations of the city of God. And in the midst,
in the head of the centre light, shone out brighter than all, with
an inherent radiance of its own, the cognisance of the Blandamers,
the sea-green and silver of the nebuly coat.

Westray gave a step forward into the loft, and then his foot
struck against something, and he nearly fell. It was something soft
and yielding that he had struck, something of which the mere touch
filled him with horrible surmise. He bent down to see what it was,
and a white object met his eyes. It was the white face of a man
turned up towards the vaulting; he had stumbled over the body of Mr
Sharnall, who lay on the floor with the back of his head on the
pedal-note. Westray had bent low down, and he looked full in the
eyes of the organist, but they were fixed and glazing.

The moonlight that shone on the dead face seemed to fall on it
through that brighter spot in the head of the middle light; it was
as if the nebuly coat had blighted the very life out of the man who
lay so still upon the floor.










Chapter 15

 


No evidence of any importance was given at the inquest except
Westray’s and the doctor’s, and no other evidence was, in fact,
required. Dr Ennefer had made an autopsy, and found that the
immediate cause of death was a blow on the back of the head. But
the organs showed traces of alcoholic habit, and the heart was
distinctly diseased. It was probable that Mr Sharnall had been
seized with a fainting fit as he left the organ-stool, and had
fallen backwards with his head on the pedal-board. He must have
fallen with much violence, and the pedal-note had made a bad wound,
such as would be produced by a blunt instrument.

The inquest was nearly finished when, without any warning,
Westray found himself, as by intuition, asking:

“The wound was such a one, you mean, as might have been produced
by the blow of a hammer?”

The doctor seemed surprised, the jury and the little audience
stared, but most surprised of all was Westray at his own
question.

“You have no locus standi, sir,” the coroner said
severely; “such an interrogation is irregular. You are to esteem it
an act of grace if I allow the medical man to reply.”

“Yes,” said Dr Ennefer, with a reserve in his voice that implied
that he was not there to answer every irrelevant question that it
might please foolish people to put to him—“yes, such a wound as
might have been caused by a hammer, or by any other blunt
instrument used with violence.”

“Even by a heavy stick?” Westray suggested.

The doctor maintained a dignified silence, and the coroner
struck in:

“I must say I think you are wasting our time, Mr Westray. I am
the last person to stifle legitimate inquiry, but no inquiry is
really needed here; it is quite certain that this poor man came to
his end by falling heavily, and dashing his head against this
wooden note in the pedals.”

“Is it quite certain?” Westray asked. “Is Dr
Ennefer quite sure that the wound could have
been caused by a mere fall; I only want to know that Dr Ennefer is
quite sure.”

The coroner looked at the doctor with a deprecating glance,
which implied apologies that so much unnecessary trouble should be
given, and a hope that he would be graciously pleased to put an end
to it by an authoritative statement.

“Oh, I am quite sure,” the doctor responded. “Yes”—and he
hesitated for the fraction of a second—“oh yes, there is no doubt
such a wound could be caused by a fall.”

“I merely wish to point out,” said Westray, “that the pedal-note
on which he fell is to a certain extent a yielding substance; it
would yield, you must remember, at the first impact.”

“That is quite true,” the doctor said; “I had taken that into
account, and admit that one would scarcely expect so serious an
injury to have been caused. But, of course,
it was so caused, because there is no other
explanation; you don’t suggest, I presume, that there was any foul
play. It is certainly a case of accident or foul play.”

“Oh no, I don’t suggest anything.”

The coroner raised his eyebrows; he was tired, and could not
understand such waste of time. But the doctor, curiously enough,
seemed to have grown more tolerant of interruption.

“I have examined the injury very carefully,” he said, “and have
come to the deliberate conclusion that it must have been caused by
the wooden key. We must also recollect that the effect of any blow
would be intensified by a weak state of health. I don’t wish to
rake up anything against the poor fellow’s memory, or to say any
word that may cause you pain, Mr Westray, as his friend; but an
examination of the body revealed traces of chronic alcoholism. We
must recollect that.”

“The man was, in fact, a confirmed drunkard,” the coroner said.
He lived at Carisbury, and, being a stranger both to Cullerne and
its inhabitants, had no scruple in speaking plainly; and, besides
this, he was nettled at the architect’s interference. “You mean the
man was a confirmed drunkard,” he repeated.

“He was nothing of the kind,” Westray said hotly. “I do not say
that he never took more than was good for him, but he was in no
sense an habitual drunkard.”

“I did not ask your opinion,” retorted the
coroner; “we do not want any lay conjectures. What do you say, Mr
Ennefer?”

The surgeon was vexed in his turn at not receiving the
conventional title of doctor, the more so because he knew that he
had no legal right to it. To be called “Mr” demeaned him, he
considered, in the eyes of present or prospective patients, and he
passed at once into an attitude of opposition.

“Oh no, you quite mistake me, Mr Coroner. I did not mean that
our poor friend was an habitual drunkard. I never remember to have
actually seen him the worse for liquor.”

“Well, what do you mean? You say the body shows traces of
alcoholism, but that he was not a drunkard.”

“Have we any evidence as to Mr Sharnall’s state on the evening
of his death?” a juror asked, with a pleasant consciousness that he
was taking a dispassionate view, and making a point of
importance.

“Yes, we have considerable evidence,” said the coroner. “Call
Charles White.”

There stepped forward a little man with a red face and blinking
eyes. His name was Charles White; he was landlord of the Merrymouth
Inn. The deceased visited his inn on the evening in question. He
did not know deceased by sight, but found out afterwards who he
was. It was a bad night, deceased was very wet, and took something
to drink; he drank a fairish amount, but
not that much, not more than a gentleman should
drink. Deceased was not drunk when he went away.

“He was drunk enough to leave his top-coat behind him, was he
not?” the coroner asked. “Did you not find this coat after he was
gone?” and he pointed to a poor masterless garment, that looked
greener and more outworn than ever as it hung over the back of a
chair.

“Yes, deceased had certainly left his coat behind him, but he
was not drunk.”

“There are different standards of drunkenness, gentlemen,” said
the coroner, imitating as well as he might the facetious cogency of
a real judge, “and I imagine that the standard of the Merrymouth
may be more advanced than in some other places. I don’t think”—and
he looked sarcastically at Westray—“I
do not think we need carry this inquiry farther.
We have a man who drinks, not an habitual drunkard, Mr Ennefer
says, but one who drinks enough to bring himself into a thoroughly
diseased state. This man sits fuddling in a low public-house all
the evening, and is so far overtaken by liquor when he goes away,
that he leaves his overcoat behind him. He actually leaves his coat
behind him, though we have it that it was a pouring wet night. He
goes to the organ-loft in a tipsy state, slips as he is getting on
to his stool, falls heavily with the back of his head on a piece of
wood, and is found dead some hours later by an unimpeachable and
careful witness”—and he gave a little sniff—“with his head still on
this piece of wood. Take note of that—when he was found his head
was still on this very pedal which had caused the fatal injury.
Gentlemen, I do not think we need any further evidence; I think
your course is pretty clear.”

All was, indeed, very clear. The jury with a unanimous verdict
of accidental death put the colophon to the sad history of Mr
Sharnall, and ruled that the same failing which had blighted his
life, had brought him at last to a drunkard’s end.

Westray walked back to the Hand of God with the forlorn old
top-coat over his arm. The coroner had formally handed it over to
him. He was evidently a close friend of the deceased, he would
perhaps take charge of his wearing apparel. The architect’s
thoughts were too preoccupied to allow him to resent the sneer
which accompanied these remarks; he went off full of sorrow and
gloomy forebodings.

Death in so strange a shape formed a topic of tavern discussion
in Cullerne, second only to a murder itself. Not since Mr Leveritt,
the timber-merchant, shot a barmaid at the Blandamer Arms, a
generation since, had any such dramatic action taken place on
Cullerne boards. The loafers swore over it in all its bearings as
they spat upon the pavement at the corner of the market square. Mr
Smiles, the shop-walker in Rose and Storey’s general drapery mart,
discussed it genteelly with the ladies who sat before the counter
on the high wicker-seated chairs.

Dr Ennefer was betrayed into ill-advised conversation while
being shaved, and got his chin cut. Mr Joliffe gave away a packet
of moral reflections gratis with every pound of sausage, and turned
up the whites of his eyes over the sin of intemperance, which had
called away his poor friend in so terrible a state of
unpreparedness. Quite a crowd followed the coffin to its last
resting-place, and the church was unusually full on the Sunday
morning which followed the catastrophe. People expected a “pulpit
reference” from Canon Parkyn, and there were the additional, though
subordinate, attractions of the playing of the Dead March, and the
possibility of an amateur organist breaking down in the anthem.

Church-going, which sprung from such unworthy motives, was very
properly disappointed. Canon Parkyn would not, he said, pander to
sensationalism by any allusion in his discourse, nor could the Dead
March, he conceived, be played with propriety under such very
unpleasant circumstances. The new organist got through the service
with provokingly colourless mediocrity, and the congregation came
out of Saint Sepulchre’s in a disappointed mood, as people who had
been defrauded of their rights.

Then the nine days’ wonder ceased, and Mr Sharnall passed into
the great oblivion of middle-class dead. His successor was not
immediately appointed. Canon Parkyn arranged that the second master
at the National School, who had a pretty notion of music, and was a
pupil of Mr Sharnall, should be spared to fill the gap. As Queen
Elizabeth, of pious memory, recruited the privy purse by keeping in
her own hand vacant bishoprics, so the rector farmed the post of
organist at Cullerne Minster. He thus managed to effect so
important a reduction in the sordid emoluments of that office, that
he was five pounds in pocket before a year was ended.

But if the public had forgotten Mr Sharnall, Westray had not.
The architect was a man of gregarious instinct. As there is a
tradition and bonding of common interest about the Universities,
and in a less degree about army, navy, public schools, and
professions, which draws together and marks with its impress those
who are attached to them, so there is a certain cabala and
membership among lodgers which none can understand except those who
are free of that guild.

The lodging-house life, call it squalid, mean, dreary if you
will, is not without its alleviations and counterpoises. It is a
life of youth for the most part, for lodgers of Mr Sharnall’s age
are comparatively rare; it is a life of simple needs and simple
tastes, for lodgings are not artistic, nor favourable to the
development of any undue refinement; it is not a rich life, for men
as a rule set up their own houses as soon as they are able to do
so; it is a life of work and buoyant anticipation, where men are
equipping for the struggle, and laying the foundations of fortune,
or digging the pit of indigence. Such conditions beget and foster
good fellowship, and those who have spent time in lodgings can look
back to whole-hearted and disinterested friendships, when all were
equal before high heaven, hail-fellows well met, who knew no
artificial distinctions of rank—when all were travelling the first
stage of life’s journey in happy chorus together, and had not
reached that point where the high road bifurcates, and the
diverging branches of success and failure lead old comrades so very
far apart. Ah, what a camaraderie and fellowship, knit close by the
urgency of making both ends meet, strengthened by the necessity of
withstanding rapacious, or negligent, or tyrannous landladies,
sweetened by kindnesses and courtesies which cost the giver little,
but mean much to the receiver! Did sickness of a transitory sort
(for grievous illness is little known in lodgings) fall on the
ground-floor tenant, then did not the first-floor come down to
comfort him in the evenings? First-floor might be tired after a
long day’s work, and note when his frugal meal was done that ’twas
a fine evening, or that a good company was billed for the local
theatre; yet he would grudge not his leisure, but go down to sit
with ground-floor, and tell him the news of the day, perhaps even
would take him a few oranges or a tin of sardines. And
ground-floor, who had chafed all the day at being shut in, and had
read himself stupid for want of anything else to do, how glad he
was to see first-floor, and how the chat did him more good than all
the doctor’s stuff!

And later on, when some ladies came to lunch with first-floor on
the day of the flower-show, did not ground-floor go out and place
his sitting-room completely at his fellow-lodger’s disposal, so
that the company might find greater convenience and change of air
after meat? They were fearful joys, these feminine visits, when
ladies who were kind enough to ask a young man to spend a Sunday
with them, still further added to their kindness, by accepting with
all possible effusion the invitation which he one day ventured to
give. It was a fearful joy, and cost the host more anxious
preparation than a state funeral brings to Earl-marshal. As brave a
face as might be must be put on everything; so many details were to
be thought out, so many little insufficiencies were to be masked.
But did not the result recompense all? Was not the young man
conscious that, though his rooms might be small, there was about
them a delicate touch which made up for much, that everything
breathed of refinement from the photographs and silver toddy-spoon
upon the mantelpiece to Rossetti’s poems and “Marius the
Epicurean,” which covered negligently a stain on the green
tablecloth? And these kindly ladies came in riant mood, well
knowing all his little anxieties and preparations, yet showing they
knew none of them; resolved to praise his rooms, his puny
treasures, even his cookery and perilous wine, and skilful to turn
little contretemps into interesting novelties. Householders, yours
is a noble lot, ye are the men, and wisdom shall die with you. Yet
pity not too profoundly him that inhabiteth lodgings, lest he turn
and rend you, pitying you in turn that have bound on your shoulders
heavy burdens of which he knows nothing; saying to you that seed
time is more profitable than harvest, and the wandering years than
the practice of the master. Refrain from too much pity, and believe
that loneliness is not always lonely.

Westray was of a gregarious temperament, and missed his
fellow-lodger. The cranky little man, with all his soured outlook,
must still have had some power of evoking sympathy, some attractive
element in his composition. He concealed it under sharp words and
moody bitterness, but it must still have been there, for Westray
felt his loss more than he had thought possible. The organist and
he had met twice and thrice a day for a year past. They had
discussed the minster that both loved so well, within whose walls
both were occupied; they had discussed the nebuly coat, and the
Blandamers, and Miss Euphemia. There was only one subject which
they did not discuss—namely, Miss Anastasia Joliffe, though she was
very often in the thoughts of both.

It was all over now, yet every day Westray found himself making
a mental note to tell this to Mr Sharnall, to ask Mr Sharnall’s
advice on that, and then remembering that there is no knowledge in
the grave. The gaunt Hand of God was ten times gaunter now that
there was no lodger on the ground-floor. Footfalls sounded more
hollow at night on the stone steps of the staircase, and Miss
Joliffe and Anastasia went early to bed.
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