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  Chapter One




  “What is Wrong with Sir John?”




  “IF it’s not taking a liberty, Mr. Jackson, I’d much like to know what you think is wrong with the master.”




  Mr. Jackson, thus directly challenged, drew slowly at his cigar and allowed a dignified but respectful frown to appear upon his fine brow. After a suitable pause, sufficient to suggest a

  reluctance to engage in gossip but not so long as to imply a snub to his attractive questioner, he replied, after the manner of lesser men, with another question.




  “What, Mrs. Phillips, makes you think that there is anything wrong?”




  The conversation was taking place in the cosy “Room” situated in the airy half-basement of St. Margaret’s Lodge, a large house standing in its own grounds in that part of St.

  John’s Wood which is so much more pleasant a place for wise—and wealthy—men to live in than is the noisy and overcrowded square mile comprised in the magic word Mayfair. Sir John

  Smethurst, whose wisdom and wealth were both beyond question to those who were aware of his prominence in the world vaguely but adequately spoken of as “finance,” had yielded to his

  wife and been taken to live in Mayfair, but directly after her death, and ten years before this story opens, he had hastened to amend an error long since recognized and had moved northwards. He was

  now housed as comfortably as anyone can be in London, with a reasonable amount of air to breathe, quiet in which to think, and room in which to move.




  The occupants of the Room were but two in number—Mr. Henry Jackson, the white-haired and venerable butler of tradition, and Mrs. (by courtesy) Phillips, thirty years younger than her

  companion, but, by virtue of her supremacy in her own domain, his equal in rank and privilege.




  Mrs. Phillips blushed slightly at the austerity of the question with which her own had been met, but she stuck to her guns.




  “Perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned it, but Miss Richards told me that Miss Emily was quite worried about Sir John, and she’s not a girl that chatters, and so I thought there

  might be something serious.”




  “Miss Richards, of course, was quite right to speak to you, Mrs. Phillips, if she had to speak at all, and I know the subject will not pass into common talk. As it has come to your ears, I

  think, perhaps, I am justified in discussing the matter with you.”




  Having eased his conscience of any suspicion of gossip, Mr. Jackson prepared for a thorough and enjoyable indulgence therein. He settled himself more comfortably in his chair, and put his hand

  upon a neat decanter which stood on the table at his elbow.




  “Another glass, Mrs. Phillips? A light and perfectly harmless wine, but of a rare bokay. I have no faith in a full-bodied vintage.” (Jackson was quoting his master, but his companion

  was suitably impressed.) “You are right, Mrs. Phillips; there is, I fear, something unmistakably wrong, though I doubt if the fact has been discerned outside Sir John’s immediate

  décolletage.” (Jackson was fond of airing his French, though not always happy in his choice of words.) “I have observed it myself, and Mr. Hastings has spoken to me about

  it in confidence on more than one occasion.”




  “But what is it, Mr. Jackson? It can’t be money, and at his age it can’t hardly be . . . be . . .” Mrs. Phillips dropped her eyes becomingly, and the butler palpably

  ruffled his feathers at the challenge.




  “If you mean love, Mrs. Phillips, age has nothing to do with it, and Sir John is, in any case, still a young man—younger, in fact, than myself.” The butler was sixty-five, but

  he had a nice little sum laid aside in the bank, and both he and Mrs. Phillips were aware of the fact. “No, I don’t think it’s love, though. My opinion is that it started about

  the time that South American gentleman, Mr. Fernandez, dined here about three months ago. You remember I told you he reminded me of that Valentino we saw at the pictures. He might have been a bit

  quiet before that—Sir John might, I mean—but that night, after Mr. Fernandez had gone, he seemed to me excited like, and since then he has been restless and jumpy. Not exactly

  frightened, but on edge—excité.”




  “What did Mr. Hastings say about it, Mr. Jackson?”




  “He didn’t say much, Mrs. Phillips. Just asked me if I’d noticed anything. Said Miss Emily was worried about her father. Asked me not to speak of it to anyone—which, of

  course, I naturally should not do.”




  “It’ll be a worry for Miss Emily, coming just now. And Mr. Hastings too—a pleasant-spoken gentleman, I thought him. Miss Emily brought him down to see me soon after the

  engagement was announced.”




  “He’s more than that, Mrs. Phillips. He’s what they call a ‘white man,’ and I know Sir John thinks the world of him, trusts him like a son, more

  than——” He broke off as a bell trilled twice outside the door. “Ah, there’s the study. That’ll be him going.” He glanced at the clock as he rose from his

  chair. “Eleven o’clock—earlier than usual. Ah, well, the earlier to bed for me. You’ll be turning in too, I expect, Mrs. Phillips. Couchez bien.”




  Mrs. Phillips started.




  “Good-night, Mr. Jackson,” she said.




  As the butler emerged from the basement stairs into the roomy hall, the subject of his recent conversation was standing in the doorway of the study opposite, exchanging some last remarks with

  his employer inside the room.




  Geoffrey Hastings was a tall, well-built man of some thirty-five years of age, with the greying hair and set mouth that came so prematurely to many young men who passed through the crucible of

  war, but the laughing, happy eyes of a boy. He was universally respected as a shrewd and capable man of business, but still more liked—it would hardly be too much to say loved—both by

  women and men, for his capacity to get the full measure of happiness out of life and to see that others got it too. It had, moreover, been revealed to him that even butlers and taxi-drivers had

  immortal souls, so that his popularity was not confined to people in his own walk of life.




  He greeted Jackson, as the latter prepared to help him on with his coat, with a cheerful grin.




  “That was a better bottle of port than I usually get here, Jackson,” he said.




  “Yes, Mr. Hastings,” said the butler with a chuckle. “Sir John told me to get up a bottle of the ’96 as he said he thought you might be going to bring him some news that

  you and he might want to celebrate. He said that last Monday, too, but if you’ll remember, sir, you did not dine here, after all.”




  Geoffrey Hastings appeared somewhat surprised by this piece of information, but he made no comment upon it.




  “Well, anyhow, Jackson,” he said, “it did more credit to your cellar than some of the stuff you palm off on a poor secretary. Oh, by the way, Sir John told me to tell you that

  he was riding to-morrow; he wants to be called at seven—a God-forsaken hour—and I suppose it means soon after six for you.”




  “No, sir; Sir John won’t let me get up early. James calls him. But I—I would willingly do that, and more than that, for Sir John, sir,” said the butler quietly.




  “I know you would, Jackson. How long have you been with him?”




  ‘‘Twenty-three years, sir. Ever since he started to be anything at all. He was a good friend to me, Mr. Hastings. I had been in trouble through a woman I was in love with giving me

  the chuck. He took me with a pretty rotten character—said we’d both got to make something like a fresh start and we might as well do it together.”




  Hastings laid his hand on the butler’s arm as he stood in the open doorway.




  “I know, Jackson,” he said, “and you’ve only told me one side of the story. I’ve heard the other from Sir John. You’ve been a good friend, too. I only hope

  that I shall be as lucky when my time comes to start a household of my own. Anyway, early rising or not, it’s time all hard-working men like you and me were in bed. It must be after

  eleven.”




  The butler looked at his watch.




  “Five minutes past, exactly, sir.”




  “Well, good-night and good luck to you, Jackson.”




  “Thank you, sir. Good-night to you, sir.”




  The butler’s eyes followed Geoffrey’s figure, as it moved down the steps and along the winding drive, with a look of genuine affection.




  “That’s the right sort,” he muttered to him self as he closed the door. “Pity there aren’t a few more like him—there wouldn’t be all this Bolshevism if

  there was.”




  And as Geoffrey Hastings disappeared through the drive gate into the street, a shadow gently detached itself from the bed of tall geraniums that bordered the drive and flitted into the blacker

  depths of the shrubs beyond.




  





  Chapter Two




  P.C. Raffles on the Spot




  P.C. RAFFLES, of N Division, was pacing in leisurely fashion down Regent Avenue, St. John’s Wood, at about seven o’clock on the morning of

  October 28th, his mind pleasantly filled with thoughts of the hot breakfast and comfortable bed that awaited him as soon as his relief appeared, when he became conscious of the fact that his name

  was echoing down the silent street. Turning round, he saw a strange figure waddling down the road towards him, emitting at intervals between each panting breath the cries which had attracted his

  attention.




  “Mr. Raffles! Mr. Raffles!”




  On nearer approach the figure proved to be none other than the dignified butler of St. Margaret’s Lodge, but in a condition hardly recognizable to his acquaintances. Mr. Jackson and Mr.

  Raffles had more than once shared a pint of port in the Room already referred to, Mr. Jackson being a diplomatist of the first water; but on those occasions the butler was clothed in the stately

  apparel of his office, to say nothing of the dignity thereof, his voice calm in the assurance of respectful audience, his face gently flushed by the generous wine. Now his appearance was very

  different. His face was white and haggard, with wild eyes seeming to start from his head on which the grey hair rose in a tumbled mass; his body, shrunk to a mockery of the handsome figure which he

  was accustomed to present to the admiring world, was enveloped in a flowing Japanese silk kimono, evidently a present from his master, beneath which appeared pink pyjamas, one leg of which, hanging

  round his ankle, attempted vainly to perform the function of a missing slipper.




  “Mr. Raffles . . . my master . . . Sir John . . . he’s dead.”




  The butler leant against the neighbouring wall as he gasped out his message, but the stolid presence of the Law appeared to calm him, and he gradually recovered his breath and his

  equanimity.




  “Dead, Mr. Jackson? I’m sorry to hear that. Heart, is it; or has he had a stroke?”




  “No, no. He’s been killed—murdered!”




  The policeman at once began to take more than a polite interest in the butler’s news.




  “Good Lord! Murdered! Where? In your house?”




  “Yes; in the study. Someone broke into the house last night. But won’t you come and see?”




  “Of course I will, Mr. Jackson.” The Law got slowly under way. “Are you sure he’s dead?”




  “Oh yes. No doubt of that. Dead hours, I should think. But I told James to telephone to Dr. Bryant. I was that flustered I didn’t like to speak on the phone myself. I saw you passing

  down the street from the study window, and I said to myself: ‘This is a police matter. I’ll get the police; James can get the doctor—he can’t do any good, but he’s got

  to be sent for.’”




  “You did right, Mr. Jackson. Is that chap going in at your gate?”




  “Ah, that is Dr. Bryant.”




  The police constable at once broke into a run.




  “He mustn’t touch that body without me present,” he jerked out.




  His fear was groundless, as the doctor was only just being admitted to the house by the footman as he came panting up to the steps.




  “Good-morning, officer,” said Dr. Bryant. “Are we the first on the scene?”




  “Yes, sir, as far as I know. The butler was just fetching me when I saw you arrive. It was my duty to see that the body wasn’t moved, sir, so I put on a bit of extra

  speed.”




  “That’s all right, officer; I know the routine in these cases. Now, then, where’s the body?”




  They turned to the butler, who was just entering the house. He led them to the door of the study on the right-hand side of the entrance hall, and turned the key.




  “Hullo, door locked?” said the constable.




  “Yes, sir; I locked it,” replied the butler, “to make sure no one came into the room while I was out fetching you. I didn’t touch the window or let anyone stand outside

  it—I thought it might upset possible clues.”




  “Right again, Mr. Jackson. Pity there aren’t more like you. But was the door locked when the body was found?”




  “I think not, sir. But Alice, the head-housemaid, will tell you about that; she found the body.”




  “Right; then we’ll go in.”




  The three men entered the room, in which the electric light was still burning, the butler closing the door after them and remaining by it. The other two at once walked across to the body, which

  was lying face downwards between the writing-table and one of the French windows. The doctor knelt down beside it, whilst the policeman established himself in a commanding position at its feet,

  from which he could see that mere Medicine should in no way interfere with the ordered course of the Law. But Dr. Bryant, as he had said, knew the routine in these cases. A glance at the skin had

  been enough to confirm the fact of death, but as a matter of routine he touched the wrist and held a watch-glass to the small amount of mouth and nostril which was visible. After closely

  scrutinizing the back of the dead man’s head and gently feeling it with his sensitive fingers, the doctor rose to his feet and turned to the constable.




  “Yes, dead several hours. Fractured base of skull, I should think. Of course, a proper examination must be made, but no doubt your divisional surgeon will wish to do that. Oh, by the way,

  Jackson, what about Miss Smethurst? Is she away?”




  “No, sir. I have not yet informed Miss Emily of the contretemps. As there was no doubt as to Sir John being dead, I thought it best not to bring her upon the scene until the police were in

  charge. (“Ain’t he a bloody little pearl?” P.C. Raffles murmured into his moustache.) I propose with your permission to ring up Mr. Hastings, her fiancé and Sir

  John’s secretary, and ask him to break the sad news to her.”




  The doctor, inwardly calling the butler a cold-blooded old fish, shrugged his shoulders.




  “Very well, Jackson,” he said. “I dare say you’re right. Well, I must be off. Shall be at my surgery till eleven, officer. Jackson knows where it is; in the book, of

  course. Good-morning.”




  “Thank you, sir. I don’t doubt but what you’ll be wanted to give your opinion. Now I’ll shut this room up and get in touch with my headquarters at once. Perhaps I should

  have done so before, but I had to be in here with you, and I don’t like using the whistle unless there’s something like a scrap on. Good-morning, sir.”




  Having ushered his companions out of the room., the constable closed the door and, having locked it, put the key in his pocket.




  “Now, Mr. Jackson,” he said, “telephone, please.”




  “There’s one in there, sir,” said the butler, pointing to the room they had just left. (The dignity of the Law in action had unconsciously influenced him to adopt a form of

  address more respectful than that which he had previously used.)




  “Yes, I saw that. Receiver off; probably been knocked down. Mustn’t touch that,” said the constable. “I suppose there’s another?”




  “Oh yes, sir. One in the morning-room and another upstairs.”




  “Right. I’ll use the morning-room one. Now, Mr. Jackson, no one’s to leave this house till my inspector comes—not even to go into the garden. And, of course, no

  one’s to go into the study.”




  “No, sir. Certainly, sir. I will see to that at once. Is there anything I can get you, sir?”




  The policeman’s eyes mellowed.




  “We’ll talk about that when I’ve done telephoning, Mr. Jackson,” he replied.




  “Right, Mr. Raffles,” said the butler, his sense of proportion returning to him.




  





  Chapter Three




  Inspector Dobson takes Charge




  IN spite of the exquisite discretion of Mr. Jackson and the stern restrictive measures imposed by P.C. Raffles—now reinforced by other

  stalwarts of his own division—a small crowd had collected outside St. Margaret’s Lodge by 10 a.m., at which hour a taxicab discharged at the front door Detective-Inspector Robert

  Dobson, of the Criminal Investigation Department, Scotland Yard. A man of normal height and build, normal appearance, normal intellect—normal, in fact, in everything except his powers of

  observation—Inspector Dobson might have been taken for anything, from a Member of Parliament (twentieth-century style) to a detective (real life). His very normalcy was, after his faculty of

  observation, his most useful attribute, since it enabled him to deal with his fellow-men without setting up those psychological complexes of fear, suspicion, and auto-pseudo-incrimination which the

  mysterious glances and cryptic utterances of the traditional sleuth must inevitably arouse.




  The inspector had brought with him a police surgeon—not because he wanted to, but because routine demanded it. He was convinced that he was himself fully qualified to carry out the

  superficial medical examination which was all that was possible as long as the body remained where it was. However, the surgeon had got to do it, though the detective was determined to see that the

  performance interfered to a minimum extent with his own investigations. The two men were met in the hall by the divisional inspector, who rather grudgingly handed over the case to the expert from

  headquarters; it was not unnatural that the divisional police should resent the way in which any case to which interest or “kudos” might attach was invariably taken over by Scotland

  Yard, whilst to them were left the dull and often more dangerous cases which did not catch the public eye. Inspector Dobson was accustomed to the attitude and hardly noticed it. He merely listened

  to the other’s report, making a note of such points as might slip his memory.




  “Thank you, Mr. Smithers,” he said, when the other had finished, “that sounds quite straightforward. Your constable—Raffles, I think you said his name was—seems to

  have acted very smartly. What about the relatives, now? Are they all over the house?”




  “There’s the daughter, Miss Emily Smethurst. The butler telephoned to her young man, and he broke the news to her—he’s with her now. Took it very pluckily, she did, I

  must say. No fuss or wanting to interfere in there. I took her in and let her view the corpse, of course——”




  “Anyone else go in to view it?” Inspector Dobson interrupted.




  “Only the young man—Mr. Geoffrey Hastings his name is—he’s the old man’s secretary. Nothing was touched. I can vouch for that; they stood hand in hand all the time,

  looking down at it.”




  The detective nodded.




  “That’s all there is in the house,” Inspector Smithers continued. “I believe there’s a sister coming up from the country, but I don’t know when she’ll

  get here.”




  “Right. That’ll be all then, I think, Mr. Smithers. You’ll be able to leave me a sergeant and two constables for a bit, I dare say. That man Raffles I’d like to have.

  Thank you. Good-morning.”




  Having thus gently removed the only rival authority, the detective turned to the remaining encumbrance.




  “Now then, doctor, we’ll have a look at the body. It’s been seen by the local man, you’ll have heard Inspector Smithers say, and no doubt you’ll only want to give

  it a glance over now. After that I’d like to have it to myself for half an hour and get it photographed, and then it shall be sent to the mortuary and you can do what you like with

  it.”




  The divisional surgeon, a fussy and rather pompous little man, did not much relish this thinly veiled dictation from a mere inspector, but he knew enough of the Yard to realize that he was less

  indispensable to the Chief Commissioner than was the detective, so he swallowed his indignation and followed the other into the study. His examination of the body followed closely on the lines of

  that made by Dr. Bryant, except that, being a more officious and less busy man than the private practitioner, he took longer over it and talked a good deal more. When it was over, the detective

  repeated his disentangling act and, heaving a sigh of relief, locked himself into the study and settled down to his examination of the scene of the supposed crime.




  His first task was to make a rough plan of the room, which, to save a complicated description, is reproduced on here. As will be seen from this, the length of the room ran from the door to the

  two French windows which faced it. Standing with his back to the door, the inspector marked these two windows, right (R) and left (L). The fireplace, in the wall on his left, was flanked by two

  leather-covered armchairs, by the side of each of which was a small smoker’s table. Between the fireplace and the left French window was the writing-table, set at an angle, and in the wall

  beside it was a small safe. Opposite the fireplace was a large sash window, flanked by bookcases, and in front of this window stood an oak refectory table covered with newspapers and periodicals,

  mostly of a financial nature. Curtains were still drawn across all the windows, and the electric light was burning.




  Having noted these facts, the detective walked over to the body and knelt down beside it. Taking a magnifying glass from his pocket, he closely examined the back of the head, but beyond a slight

  discoloration of the flesh under the hair at the base of the skull there was no sign of a wound—nothing to indicate the nature of the weapon with which the blow had been dealt. The body, as

  has been said, was lying face downwards, with the head resting on one crooked arm, whilst the other arm was stretched out at the side. The legs pointed practically to the wall between the two

  French windows, the head being just past the corner of the writing-table. The face was practically invisible, buried as it was in the coat sleeve, so the detective left it for a moment, turning his

  attention to the hands and the soles of the feet. The latter appeared to interest him, for he scrutinized them closely through his magnifying glass and rubbed his finger gently on the sole of one.

  He next turned his attention to the carpet round the body and near the windows, picking up some small pieces of grit which he found on it and placing them carefully in an envelope. Having done

  this, he rose to his feet and stretched himself.




  “Suppose I’d better let them have this body now,” he said. “Otherwise they’ll be worrying me for it, and I want a couple of hours to myself.”




  He moved to the door, unlocked it, and put his head outside.




  “Jones!” he called. “Ah, there you are. Bring your things along now, but mind you don’t touch anything—anything, mind. Is that ambulance come yet?”




  “Yes, sir; it’s been here ten minutes.”




  “Right. Just tell the chap we shan’t keep him much longer.”
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  He turned back into the room and was presently followed by two men in plain clothes, who set up a heavy camera, with a peculiar adjustable tripod, over the body, and near it standards carrying

  powerful magnesium light apparatus. Within ten minutes the body had been photographed from several different angles, and the camera men had departed with their traps.




  The detective called after them as they left the house:




  “Send that stretcher in now. And have those photographs at Superintendent Fraser’s room by three. So long.”




  He then took a piece of chalk from his case and carefully drew a line round the outline of the body, showing the position of all the limbs, the feet, and the head. Two men then appeared with a

  stretcher, which he directed them to lay beside the body.




  “Now then,” he said, “give me a hand gently. Just tilt it slowly over on to its back on the stretcher. That’s it—gently. Jove! isn’t it stiff? Just pull that

  arm away from the face a minute.”




  It took the united efforts of two men, one pulling at the arm whilst the other held the body, to move it sufficiently to expose the face. The sight was not a pleasant one; the staring eyes,

  rimmed with a suffusion of blood, the half-open mouth, the crusted trickle of blood at the ears combined with the ghastly colour of the skin to produce a gruesome spectacle. The detective, however,

  appeared quite unmoved. He smelt the lips, opened them further with his fingers, and closely examined the teeth; then once more examined the hands, and particularly the fingernails. Finally, having

  emptied the pockets of their contents, he placed the latter, after a brief scrutiny, in a large canvas envelope, sealed it up, and placed it in his despatch case.




  “Right you are,” he said; “sheet on and take her away. You’ll have to be careful getting that arm through the doors.”




  





  Chapter Four




  P.C. Raffles Scores Twice




  HAVING thus disposed of the unfortunate victim of the crime, Inspector Dobson next set to work to examine its setting. He first turned his attention to

  the windows. The large sash window and the right French window were both curtained, shuttered, and latched; but the left French window, behind the writing-table, though covered by the heavy

  curtains, had its shutters thrown back and was itself unlatched. Having examined the fastening of the window with great care, Inspector Dobson stepped through it on to the verandah outside, which

  in turn gave upon the garden. The verandah was stone-paved, and in front of each French window was a doormat. Leaving the garden for future inspection, the detective returned to the room and

  examined the floor just inside the window. Here again he found a few grains of grit, but it was behind the curtain which covered the right French window that he discovered the largest amount. With

  a grunt of satisfaction he collected a portion of this, and then turned his attention to the writing-table. On this the first object to catch his eye was the telephone, which, standing on the

  left-hand side, had evidently been knocked over by the body in its fall, for it lay on its side with the receiver dangling over the edge of the table. Taking an insufflator from his case, the

  detective blew a cloud of fine powder over both telephone and receiver, but the result was a disappointment, the finger-prints being too blurred to give any useful record.




  On the blotter lay a sheet of memorandum paper, with an uncovered fountain pen beside it, but no writing appeared on the paper. Beside it lay a copy of the Financial News, with a passage

  dealing with the artificial silk trade marked in ink. Two drawers of the writing-table were locked; the remainder appeared to contain principally stationery, bills, and receipts. The leather

  surface of the table was covered by a good many scratches, most of them old, and a close scrutiny revealed two or three small drops of candle grease which appeared fresh, but there was no candle on

  the table. An ash-tray contained the stump of a cigar and a cigarette-end, but no other item of interest presented itself.




  The safe in the wall beside the writing-table, however, provided Inspector Dobson with plenty of interest, for in the keyhole in the centre rested a bunch of keys. The safe was a heavy one, with

  a modern combination key and letter lock. If, as seemed likely, the key had been inserted by the intruder, he was evidently unaware of the letter combination, for the safe was still securely

  fastened. The application of powder in this case brought much more useful information, for the letter lock showed no finger-prints at all.




  “Ah, so you worked in gloves, my friend, did you?” murmured the detective to himself.




  Making a mental note that he must find somebody who did know the letter combination in order that he might examine the contents of the safe, Inspector Dobson next turned his attention to the

  fireplace. This was of the large, open variety, and contained the dead ashes of a fire. An examination of the latter failed to reveal anything of interest, though the detective picked up a couple

  of cigarette-ends and added them to his collection. In the ash-tray on the smoker’s table next the door was the stump of a cigar, and in that next the writing-table two or three

  cigarette-ends. All these were sealed up in separate envelopes, with a note as to their position. On the right side of the chair which stood between the fireplace and the door, a good deal of cigar

  ash had fallen on the carpet, but it had been much scattered, possibly by the foot of one of the people who had been in and out of the room, so that it would have been difficult to identify the

  tobacco from the fine dust which was all that remained. A tray with a decanter of whisky and a half-empty syphon stood on the refectory table, and each smoker’s table held a glass smelling of

  whisky. Both the glasses and the decanter gave excellent impressions of finger-prints, and were carefully set aside by the detective for expert examination.




  Having exhausted the possibilities of the study, Inspector Dobson turned his attention to the garden. The verandah outside, as has already been said, was stone-paved and yielded no sign of a

  footprint, but the detective hoped for better things from the grass and gravel paths beyond. To his disappointment, however, he found that, though there had undoubtedly been a heavy dew, the

  ground, after a spell of dry weather, was still so hard that no impression was made in it by feet—even by the heavy ones of P.C. Raffles, whom he found on guard in the drive. The detective,

  who had received a favourable impression of this constable from Inspector Smithers’ report, condescended to enlighten him as to his disappointment. A slow smile came over the

  constable’s face.




  “I think I might be able to help you there, sir,” he said. “I didn’t like to disturb you while you were in there, but I think I’ve found something you’d like

  to see. If you wouldn’t mind stepping this way, sir.”




  The constable led his superior officer down the drive toward the gate into the street, near which he halted and pointed out a spot in the flower border next the drive where several geraniums had

  been broken and the earth considerably disturbed.




  “By Jove!” said the detective; “that’s interesting. I wonder what’s been happening here. It doesn’t look like digging, and yet why should so many flowers be

  broken? May have been an animal got in from the road, of course, but there’s nothing to show it. Bother this hard earth, it holds no impressions that are of any use—that looks like a

  heel mark—ah, and here’s another nearer in to the shrubs. Get hold of the gardener, Raffles. Perhaps he’s been working here.”




  “I asked him that, sir,” replied the constable. “He says he’s not; and what’s more, that these flowers were all right when he left at five o’clock yesterday

  evening, because he always looks over them last thing. Sir John seems to have been very set on his geraniums.”




  “Good for you, Raffles!” ejaculated Inspector Dobson. “This is going to be useful, I fancy.”




  The detective spent twenty minutes in the flower-bed and the shrubbery behind it, but for the time, at any rate, the significance of the discovery appeared elusive, for the traces of the

  undoubted intruder were too vague to give any indication as to either his identity or his purpose. At last the detective gave it up in disgust, whereupon P.C. Raffles, who had been patiently

  watching him all this time, while keeping an eye on the gate to guard against an invasion by the curious, again offered his assistance.




  “There’s one other little thing I think you ought to see, sir,” he said. “If I might get my mate to relieve me on the gate for a bit, I’ll show it you—round

  the back o’ the house, it is.”




  “Certainly,” replied the detective. “I only hope it’ll be a bit less disappointing than this one—though this’ll fit in somewhere in time, I don’t

  doubt.”




  The relief was soon effected and the constable led Inspector Dobson round to the back of the house, where most of the offices gave upon a paved yard.




  “No footprints on this stuff, I’m afraid, sir,” said Raffles; “but if you’ll cast your eye on that scullery window latch . . .”




  There was no need to finish his sentence, for the detective was already carefully examining some scratches on the sash just below the latch.
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