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Chapter 1 – The Advertisement in The Times

Captain Hugh Drummond sat before the morning fire, staring at the newspaper spread across his knees. The sunlight slanted through the tall windows of his St. James’s flat, illuminating the smoke curling lazily from his pipe. It was an ordinary London morning — grey, damp, and faintly restless — and Drummond, who had survived the trenches, now found peace a far duller sort of battlefield.

He turned another page, half reading the headlines about reconstruction, coal strikes, and political squabbles. None of it stirred him. After years of action, the tedium of civility gnawed at him like a rat in a cupboard.

Then, as he flicked to the small advertisement column, his eye caught a peculiar notice:

“WANTED — A gentleman of leisure, unafraid of danger, possessing a strong sense of honour and humour. Object: Adventure. Apply by letter, Box 3003, The Times.”

Drummond let out a short laugh. “Now there’s a fellow after my own heart,” he murmured aloud.

From the corner, his valet Peterson — a lean, stoic man whose loyalty had survived France’s mud and gas alike — looked up from polishing a boot. “Something amusing, sir?”

Drummond tapped the ad with his finger. “Look here, Peterson. Adventure offered in black and white! In The Times, no less. England’s finally gone mad.”

“Perhaps, sir,” Peterson said dryly, “but I imagine you’ll answer it all the same.”

Drummond grinned. “Quite right. A spot of adventure sounds more decent than bridge at the club. Fetch me writing paper.”

He bent over the small desk near the window and scrawled in his bold, soldier’s hand:

“To Box 3003 —

Dear Sir (or Madam),

I am a gentleman of leisure with a lamentable shortage of excitement. My credentials include one war, two wounds, and an incurable habit of curiosity. Kindly enlighten me as to your proposal.

Yours sincerely,

Captain Hugh Drummond.”

Folding the sheet, he sealed it with wax and tossed it into the out-tray.

“Well, Peterson,” he said, stretching. “If they’re recruiting adventurers, I suppose I’d better report for duty.”

“Indeed, sir. One might almost call it patriotic.”

Drummond chuckled and turned back to the fire. But even as he lifted his pipe again, a spark of anticipation stirred in his chest. Somewhere in London, someone had just lit the fuse to his next war — a private one, perhaps, but no less perilous.

Chapter 2 – A Lady in Distress

The reply to Drummond’s letter did not come by post. It arrived in the shape of a young woman, pale with determination, who presented herself at his door just after luncheon and asked, with a steady voice that betrayed a flicker of fear, whether Captain Drummond would spare her ten minutes.

Albert Peterson—Drummond’s soldierly factotum who had, by a confusion of names most unfortunate for villains, the very same surname as many a rascal—ushered her into the sitting-room. She stood framed against the smoke-softened light, gloved hands clasped, veil lifted. She could not have been more than two-and-twenty. Her hat was simple; her eyes were not.

“Captain Drummond,” she began, “I am Phyllis Benton. I placed the advertisement.”

Drummond rose at once, set aside his pipe, and bowed with a formality that sat oddly upon his broad, cheerful figure. “Miss Benton, you have saved me from a desperate game of clock-watching. Pray sit. You must be in some trouble to knock at a stranger’s door.”

“I am,” she said, taking the chair he indicated. “And unless I have mistaken your character entirely, I believe you the sort of man who might help me—or at least the sort who would not laugh.”

“I laugh frequently,” Drummond admitted, “but only when the enemy deserves it. Tell me.”

She removed one glove, perhaps to steady herself with the small business of unbuttoning it. “My father is Henry Benton—the engineer.” She looked for recognition and found it.

“The Benton turbines?” Drummond said. “Several of our destroyers owed him a debt in the late unpleasantness.”

“Yes. He has lately been working upon a new design—an improvement in compressor efficiency that could save the Government a fortune and give England a lead over certain—” She faltered, unwilling to supply the country’s less friendly neighbours with a name even in private. “He vanished three nights ago.”

Drummond’s face grew grave. “Vanished?”

“He went to a dinner in Eaton Square,” she said. “A private house belonging to a man named Harcourt. My father spoke of ‘introductions,’ of ‘financing.’ He is not a club man; he has no taste for society. But the Ministry has been slow—to be blunt—about paying what is owed, and the coal situation has bitten into everyone’s plans. He meant to find independent capital. He did not come home.”

“Did you go to the police?”

“At once. They have been kind and diligent, but—” She looked at her gloved hand, then back at Drummond. “But one is a single woman in a large city. One is told to wait and not be fanciful. I went to Harcourt’s house yesterday. The butler swore Mr. Harcourt had left for the country the morning after the dinner and that he knew nothing of my father beyond his name on a guest list. There is something wrong there, Captain Drummond. I felt it the moment I stood on the step.”

“Feeling can be excellent reconnaissance,” Drummond said. “What else?”

She opened her reticule and produced a small card. On its cream surface was a stamped address in Eaton Square. Above it, in a hand of fastidious neatness, three words: Wednesday. Nine o’clock. Alone. In the lower corner, there was a tiny smudge that might have been accidental—except that it left a single, faint petal-shaped mark, as though whoever had written the card had pressed it briefly against a flower not yet dry.

“I found this beneath the hall table when the butler stepped away,” she confessed with a sudden, guilty rush of speech. “It must be careless of me to have taken it, but I thought—”

“Splendid,” Drummond said. “There speaks the best sort of burglar. Peterson!”

Albert appeared soundlessly, as ex-sergeants do. “Sir?”

“A glass of sherry for Miss Benton and the large folding map of London.” Drummond took the card between finger and thumb and sniffed it with comic solemnity. “A touch of scent... something heady and theatrical. And what’s this... a speck of black pollen—or am I imagining things?”

Miss Benton leaned forward. “I noticed it too. The most curious thing: when the butler opened the door, there was a faint perfume in the hall—not a lady’s. Something sharper. It made me think of—of velvet in the dark.” She coloured, as if the fancy were childish.

“Velvet will do,” Drummond said, eyes brightening. “We must never disdain a useful synonym for evil.”

Peterson returned with sherry and the big map, which he spread upon the table. Drummond marked Eaton Square with the stub of a pencil and then drew an idle ring around the Thames. “You say your father had taken notes with him? Plans?”

“Never the crucial details,” she said quickly. “He was careful. But there were sketches—assemblies, ratios, a list of firms he meant to approach. All the truly valuable calculations he kept locked in a dispatch box at his office. I checked there yesterday. The box is undisturbed—at least it was, for I placed my own seal over the keyhole last night and found it intact this morning.”

“Sound practice,” Drummond approved. “Then this Harcourt and his friends, if they wish to profit, must either induce your father to open his box or compel him to recite what only he knows.” His smile thinned. “Either way, we must be quick.”

Miss Benton’s composure trembled, and for the first time the frightened daughter peered through the intelligent supplicant. “You believe he is alive, then?”

“I do,” Drummond said with a cheerful certainty that cost him nothing and gave her everything. “Villains who invest time in dinner invitations generally prefer to squeeze their lemons before throwing them away.” He looked again at the card. “Wednesday at nine, alone. That is to-night.”

“Yes.” She reached for the glass and set it down untouched. “I had thought—I mean, if you were to go in my stead... if the writer meant to meet me—”

Drummond shook his head. “The instructions are precise. We must assume our host will be watching the approach. But we can still be two minds in one body.” He glanced at Peterson. “Fetch the shabby evening coat, the one with the unbecoming lapels, and the little case we used in Amiens.”

“Yes, sir,” Peterson said, with the faintest flicker of satisfaction. “And the patent soles?”

“The patent soles,” Drummond agreed, turning to Miss Benton. “A trick boot, Miss Benton, with rubber that will not advertise us to a listening stair. You shall go to Eaton Square at ten minutes to nine, exactly as a despairing daughter might. You will ring, give your name, and say you received this card. If the door opens to you, you will take the first chance to drop your handkerchief—this handkerchief—” He crossed to a drawer, produced a square of linen on which he quickly stitched, with surprising neatness, a tiny knot of white thread at the corner. “—and you will leave it wherever they ask you to wait. That will tell me which room you are in.”

“You mean to be nearby?”

“On the roof or in the coal scuttle,” Drummond said. “Wherever Providence and the drainpipes permit. But there is a rule about going into dark houses: one does not go alone.” He nodded at Peterson, re-entering with the coat and a flat leather case that looked suspiciously like a shaving kit. “Fortunately, Providence sent me another soul in khaki years ago.”

Miss Benton sat very still, hands clasped. “Captain Drummond, I am asking you to do something reckless on the word of a frightened girl.”

“Not reckless,” he corrected gently. “Merely decent. And you are not a frightened girl. You placed an advertisement like a general posting orders, and you took a clue from a hall table under a butler’s nose. You will do very well.” He looked at the clock. “We have—what?—six hours. Plenty of time to eat, to telephone a friend in the Yard without alarming officialdom, and to take a stroll past Eaton Square before the lamps are lighted.”

“Shall I go with you now?” she asked.

“Not yet. You must rest and change, and write a note with your address for Peterson. If anything should distract me”—his eyes danced—“he is a devil with a taxi and a cosh made from innocent articles of household use.”

Peterson coughed modestly. “My mother swore by the rolled-up sock in a stocking, miss.”

To Drummond’s pleasure, Miss Benton laughed—an honest, shaky laugh that expelled some of the dread. She wrote her address and gave it to Peterson, who slipped it into his breast pocket as if it were an order of battle.

“One more question,” Drummond said. “This Harcourt—what sort of man does your father call him?”

“A collector,” she replied. “Of pictures, of rare clocks, of people. My father said it half in jest. I did not like the way he smiled when he said it.”

“Collectors can be persuaded to part with items,” Drummond said. “Especially when the items object.”

He walked her to the door. On the landing, the air of St. James’s had that flat, metallic chill London dons in March as if trying on armour after a century of top hats. “At eight-forty-five,” he said, “be in a cab at the corner of the square. We will see you pass and take up our stations. If anything feels wrong beyond your bearing, say you were mistaken, that the hour on the card is next Wednesday, and come away at once. There is no shame in postponement. There is some in obstinacy.”

She hesitated. “Captain Drummond... why do this for a stranger?”

He considered. “Because I am bored,” he said lightly. “And because your father helped save a few of my friends who then saved me. We keep score, we soldiers, but not in money.”

Her eyes shone briefly. “Then—till tonight.”

When she had gone, Drummond shut the door and leaned against it, whistling softly. Peterson, who had been waiting with the patience of a constable and the interest of a stagehand, raised an eyebrow.

“Well, sir?”

“Eaton Square,” Drummond said, picking up the card again and holding it to the light. “Harcourt, the collector. A smell of velvet in the dark. A speck of black where no ink should be.” He gave a satisfied nod. “There’s a flower in the game, Albert.”

“A rose, sir?”

“Too honest. A carnation—dandies love them—and black to match the hearts of our hosts. I’ll wager we meet a lapel that thinks itself significant.”

“Shall I pack the torch with the shutter?”

“And the wire-saw,” Drummond said. “Also, the small crow. He has eaten many a lock.”

“Crow, sir?”

“The pry-bar with his beak filed like a bishop’s nose.” Drummond shrugged into the shabby evening coat and flexed his shoulders. In that instant the genial idler became something harder, a man who knew how quiet a corridor could be when the air entered one’s lungs a little at a time. “We’ll stroll to the square, Albert. You will take notes on doors and gutters; I shall admire architecture. Then we shall dine outrageously, for one cannot do a proper job on an empty stomach.”

“And the Yard, sir?”

“I’ll telephone Sinclair,” Drummond said. “He owes me a bottle of something for a mess I cleaned in Flanders. I shall tell him that I intend to tread delicately around a citizen’s carpets, and if he hears of a disturbance in Eaton Square tonight, it is probably the cat.”
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