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THE clock in the tower of St. Botolph's was booming the hour
after midnight, as Acting-Sergeant Philip Lashbrook came slowly along Orford
street, having accomplished the mission delegated to him by his superior
officer, and, therefore, being now more or less off duty, although he was still
wearing the badge of his office. So far as he could see, there was not a soul
in sight, not a sound to be heard either, except the distant hum of traffic
that came from Regent Crescent on his far right. He gave a casual, but
professional eye to the various shops as he walked along. For Orford street is
one of fashion, and some of the establishments there are of world-wide renown.
In a few moments now he would be back at headquarters, and then free to seek
his lodgings.

He came at length to the spot where Mansfield street crosses Orford street
at right angles. Along this former thoroughfare he flashed a fleeting glance,
and then, crossing the road, was about to resume his patrol on the far side of
Orford street, when he was suddenly pulled up by a call that seemed to come to
him from some spot in Mansfield street, where he could dimly make out the
figure of a man standing there.

"Hi, constable!" came a clear voice with no suggestion of agitation. "You
are wanted. Come this way."

Lashbrook turned in his tracks and approached the man who had hailed him. By
the light of a street lamp close by he saw a tall, wiry-looking figure in
evening dress, over which a light summer overcoat was carelessly flung.

"What's the trouble, sir?" Lashbrook asked.

"Well, it seems to be this," the tall man said almost casually, as he
pointed down to an object lying half on the pavement, and half in the gutter.
"Unless I am greatly mistaken, it seems to me that I have found a dead
body."

Without comment, Lashbrook bent down over the inanimate object lying there
so silently. As he did so, he stiffened.

"Dead enough, sir!" he said. "And, if I am not greatly mistaken,
murdered."

Saying this, Lashbrook held up a hand which was smeared with blood. Then he
turned his lantern and flashed it full on the figure of the man in evening
dress, and immediately registered a mental photograph of what he saw.

What he saw was a tall, athletic-looking individual of some fifty years of
age, with thin, aquiline features, and a resolute mouth under a close-clipped
military moustache. A man of some position, evidently, by his easy carriage,
and the accent in which he spoke. In that flash of the lantern, Acting-Sergeant
Lashbrook had visualised everything connected with the man who stood opposite
to him, noted one or two peculiarities, and then had become the ordinary
policeman once more.

"Perhaps you had better explain, sir," he said.

"I am afraid there is nothing to explain," the stranger said. "I was coming
along the road just now from spending the evening with a friend, and was on my
way to my club, thinking of nothing in particular, except that I was feeling
rather tired, when I came suddenly on this."

"Indeed, sir," Lashbrook said. "You saw nothing, I suppose? No sign of a
struggle or anything of that sort?"

"I have already told you that I saw and heard no sound of any sort. I just
blundered on this figure, lying in the gutter, indeed, I almost passed it
without noticing anything."

Once more Lashbrook bent over the body.

"A bit strange, sir, isn't it?" he said. "I mean, this poor fellow can't
have been dead many minutes. There is still a movement of the muscles, and the
body is quite warm. Are you quite sure, sir, that you heard nothing?"

"Absolutely, my dear officer," the stranger said calmly. "It may seem
strange, to you that I didn't hear a shot fired."

"I said nothing about a shot," Lashbrook pointed out. "I don't know yet
whether the man was shot or stabbed."

"Oh, don't you?" the stranger asked indifferently. "One naturally concludes,
in a case of this sort, that either a revolver or automatic has been used."

Lashbrook made no reply for a moment, but once more, with the aid of his
lantern, he examined the prone figure in the gutter.

"I think you are right, sir," he said presently. "This man has been shot.
Shot by somebody who came up behind him and murdered him at fairly close
quarters. If you look, you will see where the bullet entered under the left
shoulder blade. If it had been a knife, there would have been a deeper cut in
the deceased's overcoat. I am afraid I shall have to ask you to give me your
name and address and, perhaps, invite your company with me as far as Wine
street police station."

"Oh, certainly," the stranger said. "My name is Crafton, Selby Crafton, and
my address is the Wanderlust Club. Here is my card. Of course, I will gladly
give you all the assistance I can, which will not be very much, I am
afraid."

With that, the speaker handed over a visiting card which Lashbrook put in
his pocket. Then he put a whistle to his lips, and, almost instantly, two
policemen appeared, as if out of nowhere. The man stared at the blue coated
officers in amazement. He was evidently wondering where they came from and
where they had been hidden, for he had not seen a ghost of a uniformed officer
during the whole of his walk.

"Now, get busy," Lashbrook said curtly. "A man has been murdered here. Shot
in the last few minutes. This gentleman who found the body must have come
across it almost before the crime was committed and yet he declares that he
heard no sound of a shot and saw no one along the whole length of the street.
Call up the ambulance and let us get along to Wine Street."

A few minutes later, the body of the murdered man had been conveyed to the
mortuary behind the police station, and there the sergeant in charge proceeded
to interrogate the man who had given the name of Crafton. The latter, who
seemed to be utterly unconcerned, answered every question put to him readily
enough and even smiled at a certain interrogation that came from the lips of
the sergeant.

"I have told you everything I can, officer," he said. "I heard no shot fired
and I saw no sign of a disturbance or struggle. I know you must do your duty,
but don't make it any harder for an unfortunate individual like myself if you
can help it. I might easily have ignored the body at my feet as I passed it and
left the finding of it to somebody else. But, dash it all, officer, there is a
certain duty one owes to society. That last question you put to me had a most
unpleasant suggestion about it. You don't suppose I had anything to do with the
crime, what?"

"I didn't infer that you had, sir," the sergeant in charge said.

"Oh, didn't you? Sounded like it, anyway. Just try and realise how easy it
would have been for me to have walked on down the road and said nothing. There
was not a soul in sight, except this officer here, and he would have been none
the wiser if I hadn't called him back. And now, if you don't mind, I should
like to get along as far as my club. What about it?"

The sergeant in charge reddened slightly.

"No offence, sir," he said. "No offence. It's all right, Mr. Crafton. I have
your address, so that I shall know where to find you when the inquest takes
place. Of course, you understand that you will be called as a witness."

Crafton intimated that he was quite aware of that and, after pausing just a
moment to light a cigarette, nodded generally in the direction of the officers
present and swaggered out of the station. He had hardly disappeared when one of
the men, who had been sitting quietly at the table, rose and glanced
significantly in the direction of his superior.

"All right, Simmons," the latter said. "Better follow him at a discreet
distance and see if he really does go into the Wanderlust Club. One can't be
too careful."

"But you don't suspect anything!" Lashbrook asked.

"Not for a moment," the sergeant smiled grimly. "But it is always as well to
be on the safe side. I don't exactly see a murderer summoning the police within
a few seconds of having committed a crime when he could have walked away
quietly and covered his tracks. But, at any rate, there is no harm done by
verifying the address of the man who found the body. I suppose there was no
trace of a weapon?"

"None whatever," Lashbrook said emphatically. "I saw to that, Sergeant.
There was no weapon lying in the road or on the path, and, after the body had
been removed, I lingered behind a minute or two to make a thorough search.
Whoever was responsible for the crime either carried the revolver away with him
or got rid of it in some safe place where it couldn't be found. But what about
calling in the police surgeon?"

The sergeant put through a call on the telephone and, ten minutes later, Dr.
Gott, the police surgeon, bustled into the station with a black bag in his
hand.

"You wanted me, Sergeant?" he asked. "Case of murder, isn't it? Knife or
revolver?"

"Revolver, doctor," the sergeant said. "Or, at least, some weapon with a
bullet in it."

"Then lead the way," the doctor said briefly.
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AT the end of an hour or so, the police surgeon made his
report. The man had been shot at fairly close range by someone standing behind
him, for the bullet had entered under the left shoulder blade, penetrating the
heart, so that the victim must have perished almost instantly. There were
bruises on his face which, no doubt, had been caused by violent contact with
the pavement as he fell. More than that, Dr. Gott had extracted the bullet and
handed it over to the sergeant in charge.

The latter regarded it long and patiently.

"Well," he said. "I have a good deal of experience with this sort of thing.
I was under the impression that no automatic or revolver existed concerning
which I know nothing, but I am bound to confess that I have never seen a bullet
like this before. Nickel cap, too. And a peculiar shape. I should like to see
the revolver this came from."

"Well, that is your business," the doctor said. "Meanwhile, if you don't
mind, I think I will toddle off to bed. Let me know when you have fixed the
hour and date of the inquest."

There was nothing more for it now but to wait upon events. There would be an
inquest later on, but, meanwhile, the police could do nothing and move in no
direction until the dead man had been identified. The hour was too late to get
in touch with the morning papers, but later on there would be an item for the
evening journals which might produce definite results.

But when the evening papers appeared on the following afternoon, most of
them had varying paragraphs in connection with the murderous outrage which had
taken place the night before in Mansfield street. One newspaper man, more
enterprising than the rest, had managed to invade the Wanderlust Club and there
interviewed one of the leading characters of the drama. He had walked into the
club late in the afternoon and coolly asked if he might have a few words with
Mr. Selby Crafton, and Crafton had come down into the strangers' room in no
pleasant frame of mind.

"Now, what the devil do you want?" he asked.

The question was put offensively enough, but the ambitious journalist in
search of a story is never deterred by such a little thing as that. The
representative of the 'Morning Cry' coolly stuck a cigarette in the corner of
his mouth and offered another one from his case to the frowning Crafton.

"Well, you have got a nerve," the latter said, taking the cigarette,
nevertheless. "Get on with it."

"Well, it's like this, Mr. Crafton," the pressman went on coolly. "I got a
bit of information from Wine street police station this morning with regard to
that poor chap who was killed last night, and, when I knew that you were mixed
up with it, I thought I would toddle round here and have a word or two with
you."

"With the risk of being thrown into the street, eh?"

"All in a day's work," the little man said. "But you might just as well tell
me, because if you don't, you will have a score of my push round here in the
course of the day, all of them avid to interview you. Fact of the matter is, I
am saving you a lot of trouble. Let me have the story I want and you can tell
the rest of the chaps as they come along that Tim Branston has been before
them. That will send them off."

"Well, there is something in that," Crafton agreed. "Now, what, precisely,
do you want to know?"

"All about yourself," the reporter grinned.

"Oh, is that all? Like to see my birth certificate, I suppose?"

"No, nothing so personal. You see, I already know how you found the body
last night, and how you hailed Acting-Sergeant Lashbrook and all that sort of
thing. The first thing I am going to ask you is this: Did you ever see the dead
man before?"

"Of course I didn't." Crafton smiled. "If I had, do you suppose I should
have been fool enough to keep the fact from the police? Why, my good ass, that
would simply be asking for trouble. I don't want to be kept dancing about
London for the next three months at the tail of the police. You see, I am a
traveller, a wanderer on the face of the earth, which most of us members of the
Wanderlust are. Here to-day and gone to-morrow, if you know what I mean. I have
been doing this sort of thing all my life. I could tell you a story or two if I
liked."

The reporter grinned appreciatively.

"Ah, Secret Service, and all that sort of thing," he cried. "If you don't
mind my saying so, you look like a gentleman of that sort. Military training
written all over you and so forth. Well, sir, if you can tell me a story or two
of that kind, I shall be exceedingly grateful. Spies and adventures on behalf
of the Fatherland and what not. See what I mean?"

"Oh, I see exactly what you mean," Crafton replied. "And that is exactly
what you are not going to get. If you insist upon knowing, I was in the army at
one time. After that, I was mixed up in a good many queer things in the Near
East, but, as far as details are concerned, no. You can tell your readers that
I was educated at a public school, and finished off at Bonne. I can speak three
or four languages fluently, and, without undue modesty, I can tell you that I
have done the State some service from time to time. I am unmarried, and likely
to be, and I am of independent means. I have no local habitation in England,
except the Wanderlust Club, and I make very few friends. And with that, you
will have to be content."

Whereupon, the little man went his way, and in the late afternoon edition of
the 'Morning Cry' managed to spread himself out to the extent of a couple of
columns. There were others on the warpath, too, so that by 6 o'clock in the
evening the streets were echoing with the shouts of the newsboys, proclaiming
the latest details of the "'orrible murder in Mansfield street." It happened,
just then, that news was scarce, and startling events few and far between, so
that the Mansfield street business created more of a sensation than otherwise
might have been the case.

Lashbrook and the sergeant in charge of Wine street police station noted all
this with grim satisfaction. Lashbrook transpired during the day to help the
authorities in any way, and there was always the hope that this publicity,
spreading as it did, far and wide, would induce some relative of the murdered
man to come forward and identify the body. Until that was done, the hands of
the police were tied, and they were rendered helpless.

"Something is sure to come of this," the sergeant in charge said, as he
passed a sheaf of papers over to Lashbrook. "Funny thing, wasn't it, that we
shouldn't find a single paper or card or letter on the body? Nothing but a few
Treasury notes and some loose silver."

"Yes, and no way of identifying the clothing, either," Lashbrook agreed. "It
looks to me as if that poor chap removed everything from his suit of clothes to
his shirt that might lead us to some definite conclusion."

"That's right," the sergeant said. "I examined the tag on his coat through a
magnifying glass and I found distinct traces where threads had been removed,
just in the very place where you would expect to find a tailor's tab at the
back of the collar. Much the same thing with the underclothing and
handkerchief. The man was evidently an Englishman, too. About 50 years of age,
I should say, and of fairly good social position. You can tell that by his
linen, and the clothes he was wearing."

Before Lashbrook could make any observation, a constable in uniform came
into the office, followed by a commissionaire in all the glory of gold braid
and blue uniform.

"The hall porter of the Wanderlust to see you, sir," he said. "He wants to
have a look at the body."

The sergeant sat up, alert at once.

"Do you think you can give us any information?" he snapped.

"Possibly," the commissionaire replied. "The secretary of the club sent me
round here because one of our members is missing. He went out last night about
ten o'clock, saying that he was expecting a friend and would be back before
midnight, but when we went to rouse him in his bedroom this afternoon we found
that he had not returned. I was reading all that stuff about a murder in the
evening papers and the secretary sent me round here on the off chance that our
member—well, you know."

"Come this way," the sergeant said.

A minute or two later, the sergeant and the commissionaire, together with
Lashbrook, foregathered in the mortuary, where the body was lying.

"Now, have a good look at him," the sergeant said. "It is not a pleasant
job, but it might be worse."

"Well, it might," the commissionaire said grimly. "But then, you see I am an
old soldier and it wouldn't be the first time that I have been in contact with
a corpse."

The sergeant flashed a strong light upon the silent figure there, and
immediately the man looking down on him stiffened.

"That's our man, Sergeant," he said hoarsely. "That is Mr. Andrew Millar.
One of our regular members. Funny, wasn't it, that he should have been murdered
like that, and that his body should have been found by an other member, Mr.
Crafton?"
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THE significance of the commissionaire's remark was by no
means lost on his hearers. It was indeed strange that the dead man and the
individual who found his body should belong to the same club, and more or less
live under the same roof. And not the least remarkable feature lay in the fact
that Selby Crafton had declared that he had never seen Andrew Millar
before.

But, on this point, the officer in charge of the proceedings was silent,
though he exchanged a significant glance with his subordinate. Then, with a
wave of his hand, he intimated to the witness that the interview was
closed.

"I don't think I want to detain you any longer," he said. "Of course, you
will have to give evidence at the inquest, which will probably take place
tomorrow, but, as to that, you will be notified all in good time."

But no sooner had the man in the resplendent livery departed than the
speaker turned eagerly to Lashbrook.

"This is a very strange thing," he said. "I suppose you noticed the amazing
coincidence?"

"Yes, sir," Lashbrook replied. "Of course I did. Still, it doesn't get us
very much further. You see, the Wanderlust Club is on my beat and I happen to
know a certain amount concerning it. Of course, it isn't a swagger
establishment likes The Travellers, for instance. But it is very well known and
some of its members are by way of being celebrities. Men who travel all over
the world, pioneers of civilisation, orchid gatherers, and all that sort of
thing. A good many of these are foreigners. I suppose, altogether, that the
club must number at least a thousand members, so that you can conceive it is
quite possible for two men to use the club regularly and never meet one
another."

"Yes, I know all about that, Lashbrook, but I dare say we shall learn a good
deal more during the course of to-morrow."

Quite a large gathering filled the Salisbury Hall next morning when the
inquest on Andrew Millar opened. It was not one of those international crimes
that appeal forcibly to public opinion, but seeing that things were quiet just
now, a large number of curious and morbid-minded people came thronging through
the doors of the hall, and were waiting eagerly for what was likely to
transpire when the coroner opened the proceedings.

At the far end of the long table at which the functionary in question
presided was seated a dozen or more reporters with notebooks. These were not
all of the male sex, for at least two of them were women, one of whom was young
and attractive, dressed neatly in black with a small, close-fitting hat that
served to disguise the attractiveness of her face. As Lashbrook stood there in
the background, his eye roving from place to place, it seemed to him, in a
vague sort of way, that he had seen that lady reporter before. Then the coroner
began to speak and Lashbrook became the mere policeman again.

The coroner was one of the pompous, fussy type, with an exaggerated opinion
of his own importance, and it seemed to Lashbrook that he was wasting a good
deal of time in coming to the main point. Then, at length, the little man
paused and looked up at the inspector who was in charge of the proceedings and
intimated that he would like the latter to call his witnesses.

"Very good, sir," the inspector said. "Philip Lashbrook."

Philip stood forward. He took the oath and proceeded to give his evidence in
chief. It was no more than a bald statement of what had happened in Mansfield
street. But the Coroner did not appear to be satisfied.

"Are you sure that is all you have to tell us, constable?" he asked. "Are we
to understand that you were called back just as you passed down Orford street
by the man who found the body? I mean that you heard and saw nothing whatever
until you were hailed by Selby Crafton, and went back until you came to the
place where that individual was standing by the corpse."

"I heard and saw nothing, sir," Lashbrook affirmed. "I turned sharply to my
right when I reached the spot where Orford street crosses Mansfield street, and
I saw nobody. It was late at night and the place was deserted."

"Can you give us the exact time?"

"I can, sir," Lashbrook went on. "As I came to the junction of the cross
roads, the clock in the steeple of St. Botolph's chimed the hour of one. That I
heard distinctly. It was only a few seconds after that when I heard a shout and
went back along the far side of Mansfield street where I found Mr. Crafton by
the body of the dead man."

"Yes, but according to your deposition, you decided that the murdered man
had only just died. Muscular action was still going on and the body was quite
warm. Do you mean to tell us that you did not hear a shot fired?"

"I am quite sure I didn't, sir."

"And yet everything was absolutely silent."

"As silent as the grave, sir. I heard no shot. If there had been one I must
have heard it, even if I had been two or three hundred yards away."

The coroner fussed and fumed, in his important way, but nothing more could
be elicited from the witness, and he was told, more or less peremptorily, to
stand down. He was followed by the police surgeon, whose evidence was purely
technical, so that there was no opening for the coroner's astuteness, and he
was followed in turn by the commissionaire of the Wanderlust Club, whose
business it was to identify the body formally. When he had done this, he turned
as if to leave the box, but the coroner had not done with him yet.
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