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Jim Bartholomew, booted and spurred and impatient to be
  gone, sat on the edge of the table and watched the clock with a sigh. He
  looked too young a man to be the manager of the most important branch of the
  South Devon Farmers' Bank, and possibly the fact that his father had been
  managing director of that corporation before he died had something to do with
  his appointment.

But those who saw in him only a well dressed young man with a taste for
  good horses, and imagined that his accomplishments began and ended with
  riding to hounds or leading a hunt club cotillion, had reason to reverse
  their judgment when they sat on the other side of his table and talked
  business.

He glanced at his watch and groaned.

There was really no reason why he should remain until the closing hour,
  for yesterday had been Moorford's market day and the cash balance had gone
  off that morning by train to Exeter.

But, if the truth be told, Bartholomew lived in some awe of his assistant
  manager. That gentleman at once amused and irritated him, and whilst he
  admired the conscientiousness of Stephen Sanderson there were moments when
  his rigid adherence to the letter of banking regulations and local routine
  annoyed Jim Bartholomew unreasonably. He took another look at his watch,
  picked up his riding whip from the table, and passed into the assistant
  manager's room.

Stephen Sanderson did just what Jim expected. He looked up at his manager
  and from the manager to the loud-ticking clock above the door.

"In two minutes we shall be closed, Mr Bartholomew," he said primly and
  managed to colour that simple statement of fact with just a tinge of
  disapproval.

He was a man of forty-two, hard-working and efficient, and Jim
  Bartholomew's appointment to the management of the Moorford branch had
  shattered one of the two ambitions of his life. He had no particular reason
  to love his manager. Bartholomew was an out-of-door man, one who had
  distinguished himself in the war, who loved exercise and something of the
  frivolity of life. Sanderson was a student, an indefatigable hunter of
  references, and found his chief pleasure within the restricted area which a
  reading lamp throws. Moreover he had a weakness, and this Jim Bartholomew,
  with his queer inquisitiveness, had discovered, to Stephen Sanderson's
  embarrassment.

"The vaults are closed, Mr Sanderson," said Jim, with a smile. "I don't
  think two minutes will make a great deal of difference one way or the
  other."

Mr Sanderson sniffed without raising his eyes from the paper upon which he
  was writing.

"How go the criminal investigations?" asked Jim humorously and the man
  flushed and laid down his pen viciously.

"Let me tell you, Mr Bartholomew," he said hotly, "that you are making fun
  of a quality of mine which may one day serve the bank and its interests very
  well."

"I am sure it will," said Jim soothingly, half ashamed of the provocation
  he had given.

"I have recently had from New York, from a corresponding friend of mine,
  the threads of a remarkable case," went on the ruffled Sanderson, taking up
  an envelope. "Here is something," he said vehemently, "which would make you
  open your sceptical eyes in astonishment."

When he was excited his voice betrayed his northern ancestry, and that to
  Jim Bartholomew was a danger sign.

"My dear chap, it is a very excellent study indeed," he said, "and I
  congratulate you. Why, when I was in the Naval Intelligence Department, I had
  serious thoughts of taking up detective work myself."

Again Mr Sanderson raised his eyes to the clock.

"You'll be going now," he said pointedly and Jim with a laugh turned out
  of the bank.

His horse, held by the ostler of the Royal Inn, was waiting by the
  sidewalk, and he mounted and cantered through the town and up the long slope
  which leads to the edge of the moor. Clearing the scatter of villas, he came
  at last after a stiff climb to the depression which was locally named the
  Devils Bowl.

On the furthermost edge of the bowl a figure on horseback was waiting,
  silhouetted against the westering sun, and he shook up his mount and took a
  short cut down the rough slope and through the boulder-strewn bed of the
  hollow.

The girl who awaited him had been sitting astride, but now she had taken a
  more comfortable attitude, slipping one polished boot from the stirrup and
  throwing it across the horse's neck. She sat clasping her knee, and looking
  down at Jim's awkward progress with a smile of amusement.

Margot Cameron had the type of face which the black-and-white artists of
  France alone know how to draw. If she gave the impression of pallor, it was
  because of those vivid red lips of hers which drew all colour to her mouth
  and made the healthy pink and the faint tan of her face seem colourless by
  comparison.

When you were nearer to her you saw that the red of lip and the apparent
  pallor of skin owed no more to the reinforcement of art than the mop of
  gold-brown hair (now braided sedately) upon her shapely head.

Jim rode up, hat in hand, waving a salute.

"Do you know," said the girl, dropping her right foot back into the
  stirrup, "that whilst I was sitting here there came over me, with almost
  stunning force, the realisation that you do work for a living after all!"

"I keep office hours," said Jim smugly, "which is quite a different thing.
  If you have been in England all this long time and have not discovered that
  English businessmen do not begin work until ten o'clock in the morning, that
  they knock of for tea at three o'clock in the afternoon, and go home at four,
  then your trip has been wasted."

A gleam shone in the girls eyes. She did not readily smile, and if
  laughing had been a habit of hers, such hours of her life as were spent in
  Bartholomew's company would have been a series of hysterical giggles.

They rode quietly side by side for a time before Jim spoke.

"Talking of hideous realisations," he said slowly, "it has been my day's
  obsession that I shall only see you once more after today—you still
  intend sailing on Saturday?"

The girl nodded.

"And you'll be away for—" He left his question half finished.

"I don't know," said Margot shortly, "my future plans are rather
  uncertain. For the moment they are largely determined by what course of
  action Frank and Cecile decide. They were talking of buying a place in
  England and staying here for a few years. Frank doesn't like the idea of my
  launching forth on my own, otherwise—" She stopped suddenly.

"Otherwise?" suggested Jim.

"Otherwise," said the girl, "I might, of course, think of taking a place
  myself in England."

"Oh yes," said Jim softly.

She turned to him.

"You wouldn't like me to do that, would you?" she asked abruptly and Jim
  was silent.

"No," he admitted in that quiet way of his, "I don't think I should care
  for your taking that step. I should like it just to happen that you were
  here. If you weren't so infernally well off—I—I think your
  future might be planned a little more definitely."

She waited, but he offered no explanation and she had not the will to
  demand one. They had reached the wild slope of the upper moor. Far away on
  the horizon like a tiny blue cloud was hoary Hay Tor, and beneath them,
  through the thin plantation that fringed the river, they glimpsed the silver
  fret of the Dart.

"This is the only place in England where I can breathe," said the girl,
  snuffling the air.

"You have our permission," said Jim graciously.

He pulled in his horse and pointed with his riding crop across the
  moor.

"Do you see that white house—it is not really a house, I think it
  was designed either for an emperors shooting box or a lunatic asylum."

"I see," said the girl, shading her eyes.

"That is Tor Towers. I suppose you have met Mrs Markham?"

"Markham?" said the girl, wrinkling her forehead. "No, I don't think I
  have."

"She is a compatriot of yours and another immensely wealthy lady."

"American?" said the girl in surprise. "It is curious we haven't met her
  and we've been here for a year."

"I've only seen her once myself," admitted Jim. "She is a client of the
  bank, but Sanderson usually interviews her."

"Is she young or old?"

"Quite young," said Jim enthusiastically, "and as beautiful as—as,
  well, have you ever seen Greuze's picture in the Louvre, 'L'Oiseau Mort'?
  Well, she's as beautiful as that, and Greuze might have painted his picture
  with her as a model except for the darkness of her hair."

The girl was looking at him, her eyebrows arched with something that might
  have been amusement and was certainly surprise.

"Tut-tut!" she said with mock severity, "this enthusiasm—"

"Don't be silly, Margot," said Jim, and he really did blush. "I only saw
  her once, I tell you."

"Once? But she made an impression apparently," nodded the girl.

"In a way she did," said Jim, returning to his old seriousness, "and in a
  way she didn't."

"I understand you perfectly," said the girl. "What do you mean?"

"I mean I could admire her and yet there was something about her which
  left me with an odd sense of sadness."

Margot laughed shortly.

"Of all ways to a man's heart, an odd sense of sadness is the shortest,"
  she said. "Come, let us get home."

She turned her horse to one of the smaller roads leading to the valley of
  the Dart and the Moor ford from which the town took its name.

"Wait a bit."

Jim reined his horse to a standstill, and Margot Cameron turning back saw
  something in his face that set her heart thumping more than the exercise of
  reining in her horse justified.

"Margot, I'm not going to see a great deal more of you," said Jim and his
  voice was husky. "You're going away and God knows when you're coming back
  again. And when you've left, this place which you and I think is so beautiful
  will be just a damnable desert—if you will pardon the profanity."

She did not speak, but looked past him.

"I think I'm staying on in this town," he said, "because I am probably
  doing the only kind of job that I'm fit for. And it is likely that I shall
  stay here for ever and be a bald old bank manager at seventy. I wasn't
  intended to be a bank manager," he said, with a return to his whimsical self,
  "it was never ordained that I should sit in an office behind a
  leather-covered table and call the bluff on people who want a thousand
  overdraft on a five-hundred security. It was intended that I should be a
  sailor," he said half to himself, "or a—yes, a bank robber! I have a
  criminal heart, but I have no enterprise."

"What is this all leading to?" asked the girl, bringing up her eyes to his
  face.

"It is leading to this one vital and important fact," said Jim, sitting
  bolt upright on his horse, a sure sign of his nervousness. "It means that I
  love you and I don't want you to leave this country in any ignorance of that
  point. Wait a moment," he said, as he thought she was about to speak (as a
  matter of fact she found a little difficulty in breathing in spite of her
  testimonial to the qualities of Dartmoor), "I know you'll tell me that you
  wish I hadn't told you, but after all you'll wish that because you will be
  afraid of my hurt." He shook his head.

"I've got the hurt and I'm getting rid of a lot of my mind-sickness when I
  tell you that I love you. I'm not going to ask you to be my wife either,
  Margot. It would be unfair to entertain the idea of marrying you, even
  supposing you did not whack me over the head with your crop at the bare
  suggestion. I just wanted to tell you that I love you and that I'm going to
  work—I shall leave this grisly town...and some day perhaps..." His
  speech tailed off into something like incoherence.

She was laughing softly though there was a suspicion of tears in her
  eyes.

"You are a queer man, Jim," she said softly, "and now having proposed to
  me and rejected yourself nothing remains for me to say except that I will
  never be a sister to you and that I promised Cecile I would bring you home to
  tea."

Jim swallowed something and then with a deep sigh stuck his heels into his
  horse and pushed him forward to the girls side.

"That's that," he said.

"I wonder if your that is my that?" said the girl, and went on quickly.
  "Now, let us gossip about the beautiful Mrs Markham."

And of the beautiful Mrs Markham and other matters they talked until they
  passed through the stone pillars of Moor House, that quaint mansion on the
  hinge of Moorford which the Camerons had rented for the summer.
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Frank, a tall handsome American of thirty-five, was coming
  back from the tennis court, and he greeted Jim and his sister nom afar.

"I've had a visit from your assistant," he said, after the horses had been
  taken away and Margot had gone into the house.

"From Sanderson?" said Jim in astonishment, "what the dickens did he want?
  Have you overdrawn your account?"

Frank grinned.

"Nothing so prosaic as that," he said. "No, it was on quite an interesting
  business he came. By the way he's something of an amateur detective, I
  suppose you know?"

Jim groaned.

"Good Lord!" he said dismally, "he hasn't been up here rustling clues or
  anything of that kind, has he?"

The other laughed.

"Not exactly," he said, "but a month ago he asked me for an introduction
  to a personal friend of mine. I happened to mention when I was talking with
  Sanderson at the bank that John Rogers, our District Attorney, was a friend
  of mine. Rogers has an extraordinary knowledge of criminals and has quite the
  best library on criminology in the United States. This was the fact I let
  fall to your Mr Sanderson and which resulted in my giving him a letter of
  introduction to John and his consequent visit today to see me. Apparently
  John has put him in possession of important data and Sanderson wished one or
  two matters explained—such as the functions of our State Governors and
  their power to grant pardons."

"What is he after?" asked Jim after a puzzling moment. "He never confides
  in me, you know; in fact, I rather jibe him about his criminal
  investigations, and, in consequence, we are not exactly the most intimate of
  friends."

Frank had led the way to his den as they were talking. He took up a sheet
  of notepaper from his table and read it over.

"I jotted down a few items after he had gone," he said, "and really,
  Bartholomew, your Mr Sanderson isn't as eccentric as he seems. This is the
  point. There is in England at this present moment what he romantically calls
  'The Big Four of Crime.' Three of them are citizens of my own dear native
  land, and one, I believe, is a Wop—or a Spaniard—who poses as an
  Italian, named Romano. The fact that Romano is a criminal has been
  established. The other three, about whom there are known records, are a Mr
  and Mrs Trenton—Doc Trenton is the man—I've got most of these
  facts from Sanderson—and a particularly well-experienced forger named
  Talbot. These are the names by which they call themselves, of course, and I
  wouldn't vouch for their accuracy."

"But what on earth has this to do-" began Jim.

"Wait a bit," said Frank, "I want to tell you this much. I think your man
  has got on the right track. There's no doubt whatever about the existence of
  the four persons whose doings he is following. They are very much alive and
  kicking. The police of most of the countries in Europe, certainly the police
  of America, know them and their exploits very well, for at one time or
  another they have all been in the hands of the law: The work that Sanderson
  has been engaged upon, apparently, has been the identification of these four
  law breakers with a gang which, for the past year, has been engaged in jewel
  robberies in Paris and London."

Jim Bartholomew nodded.

"I have good reason for knowing there is such a gang," he said. "Almost
  every post from the Bankers' Association contains some fresh warning and some
  new particular of their methods. I suppose it was from these 'confidentials'
  that Sanderson got his idea?"

The "confidentials" were the secret documents which bankers in all
  countries receive, not only from their own associates but from the police
  headquarters.

"He told me as much," said Frank. "What Sanderson had really been doing is
  this. He has been canvassing the police forces of the world by
  correspondence, getting particulars of the jewel and bank thieves known to
  them and, when it is possible, their photographs. That is why I was able to
  help him with my friend the District Attorney who has written to Sanderson
  telling him that he has sent him on a batch of information and photographs.
  They hadn't turned up when Sanderson came here, but the American mail comes
  in scraps, as you probably know."

"What is Sanderson's idea as to the future?" asked Jim, puzzled. "Does he
  aspire to be a policeman? I suppose he didn't take you that much into his
  confidence?"

Frank laughed.

"That is just what he did," he said. "As a matter of fact, he unbosomed
  himself of his ambitions in a most highly confidential way but as he did not
  extract from me any promise that I would not pass the information on I can
  tell you. I can rely upon you, Bartholomew, not to rag him?"

"Of course," protested Jim. "Had I known he was taking the thing so
  seriously and doing such excellent work I would have given him all the
  assistance in my power."

"Sanderson's idea, and his chief ambition, is to create a Bankers'
  Protection Corps," Frank went on, "and it is quite an excellent scheme. His
  plan is to take the likeliest men from the banking world, clerks and so on,
  and train them to the detection of banking crimes—and here comes Jones
  to call us to tea."

He rose, and Jim preceded him from the room. In the hall Frank Cameron
  changed the subject abruptly.

"I shall miss you quite a lot," he said, "and I am hoping that fate will
  bring us back to this delightful spot."

Jim was as fervently hoping the same, but did no more than murmur a
  conventional agreement.

"The voyage is going to do my wife a lot of good, I hope. She has not been
  quite the same since her sister died."

It was the first time that Frank Cameron had mentioned his wife's illness,
  though Jim had had many talks with Margot on the matter.

"She died quite suddenly in the United States, didn't she?"

Frank nodded.

"Yes, we were in Paris at the time. One morning we got an urgent cable and
  Cecile went back to New York next day—she insisted upon going
  alone—she arrived there just in time, poor girl. She has never quite
  recovered from the shock. It has clouded her life most tragically—by
  the way you never talk to Cecile about her sister, do you?"

Jim shook his head.

"No. I have never mentioned her, and it is not a subject I should care to
  raise."

Frank nodded his approval.

Margot had changed from her riding kit and was sitting in the drawing-room
  with her sister-in-law. Mrs Cameron rose and came towards him with
  outstretched hands. She was a stately pretty woman of thirty with flawless
  features and dark eyes that had always seemed to Frank to hold the shadow of
  tragedy.

"Thank heaven, I've finished my packing," she said.

"When and how do you leave?" asked Jim. "Tomorrow?"

"Early on Saturday morning," said Cecile Cameron, handing him his tea.
  "We're going by car to Southampton and sending the baggage on overnight. I
  want to stay here until the very last moment and it will be rather fun
  motoring in the early morning."

"I have ordered fabulous sums to be at your disposal tomorrow," laughed
  Jim. "I don't know what my general manager will say when he knows that the
  bank has lost four such excellent clients."
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