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  ››› This title is part of The Murder
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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  decades.
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  Chapter One




  “Then Who Will You Send to Fetch Him Away?”




  The woman couldn’t have been killed, in the broad corridor with the fringed lamps. She couldn’t have died before the eyes of three witnesses. And yet she had.




  In short, as Cheviot will tell you, the most baffling murder case in his experience occurred in the year 1829.




  Now that was fully eight years before Queen Victoria came to the throne. It flared up during the last sunburst of the dandies, and of the prettiest courtesans with white skins and enigmatic

  mouths and rooms full of rich bijoulerie, in the dance of scandal before old, obese King George the Fourth gasped out his life against a table at Windsor.




  Therefore, since Detective-Superintendent John Cheviot is very much alive in these years of the nineteen-fifties, being not yet middle-aged, some explanation of such statements ought to be

  made.




  At about ten o’clock on an October night, present-day, Cheviot hailed a taxi in Euston Road. To the driver he said, “Scotland Yard.” Then he slammed the door and sat back.




  Cheviot was Superintendent of C-One. Under the Commander of the C.I.D. there are nine C-departments; and C-One is the Murder Squad. Cheviot owed his position to the fact that the present

  Assistant Commissioner believes in promotion by ability rather than seniority.




  Nowadays it is no disgrace to have entered the Force by way of Winchester and Trinity College, Cambridge. And, provided a man does his work well, nobody will object if he rummages much in the

  ancient police-records preserved at Scotland Yard Central.




  Then, too, Cheviot had learned to control his over-imaginativeness; to appear as stolid as everybody else. Public-school austerity is no bad training for the semi-military discipline of the

  police. If he was saved from what swooped down on him, he was saved by a woman and by his own sense of humour.




  Cheviot, let it be repeated, got into a taxi in Euston Road and told the driver to take him to Scotland Yard.




  It was a muggy night, though not warm, and with a slight mist. He did not notice where they were going. His thoughts were absorbed in a case which does not concern this narrative. To this day he

  swears that he had no cold premonition, no warning that a bit of the dark world had pierced through and pinioned him, when the cab drew up and stopped almost at the place where it should have

  stopped.




  “Now if that charwoman,” he thought, “is telling the truth . . .”




  Stooping down towards the left, he twisted the handle of the cab’s door. He opened it to step down. And the top of the doorframe knocked off his hat, which fell off backwards on the floor

  of the cab.




  Startled out of his thoughts, he stood humped in the doorway. He was wearing a soft felt hat. It should not have hit the floor with such a heavy bump and bounce, or rolled when it did.




  Instead of glancing over his shoulder, he looked ahead. Through the mist he saw a dim gas-lamp, in a sort of glass coffin, where an ordinary lamp-standard should have been.




  Well, that should cause no shock at the heart or even any surprise. Many parts of London were still lighted by gas.




  Carefully he bent down and picked up the hat by its hard, curled brim. He climbed out: not to a running-board, but to a high step. The cab in which he had travelled bore two brassbound

  carriage-lamps, burning oil. Beyond the light of the offside lamp he could not see either the driver or the horse. But he could smell the interior of the cab now, and smell the horse too.




  Cheviot did not say anything. The expression of his face remained unchanged. He jumped down into an inch of mud, which spattered and was more unsavoury still, over a cobblestone road. But his

  voice was too loud when he spoke.




  “What’s the fare?”




  “Shilling,” said the driver.




  That was all. But, more than any of these discrepancies, of the night or of a disaffected brain, Cheviot was startled by the hatred and vindictiveness in the cabman’s low voice.




  “A shilling. Oh,” Cheviot said mechanically. “Where did I hire you?”




  An invisible whip cracked, pouring more hatred.




  “Euston Road. Yer said ‘Scotland Yard.’ But yer meant ‘Great Scotland Yard’; w’ere else? And yer meant number bloody four White’all Place.” The

  whip cracked again. “Well! There ’tis!”




  Cheviot looked at the hat in his hands. It was something like a modern top-hat, but much higher and heavier, its nap of beaverskin with a furry gloss. There seemed to be something damnably wrong

  with his hair, which was far too thick, when he carefully jammed the weight down on it.




  His right hand slid down to his right-hand trousers pocket. His coat, of fine broadcloth, was too long; he had to push it completely aside before dipping into the pocket of rather tightly

  fitting trousers, and fishing out a handful of change.




  Silver coins glimmered between mist and cab-lamp light. When he saw whose head was on every one of those coins, Superintendent Cheviot stood very still.




  And, all the time, that eerie invisible voice still poured hatred at him.




  “Quite the nob, ain’t yer?” it jeered. “Fr’all I knows, yer may be one o’ the two new Commissioners of Bobby Peel’s brand-new ber-luddy p’leece. .

  . .”




  “What’s that?”




  “You ’eard!” The voice grew softly frantic. “Got coloured clothes on, ain’tcher? And, for all that, you’d try to gammon me out of me fare. Wouldn’t yer?

  Say I didn’t pick yer up in—”




  Cheviot looked up.




  “Be quiet,” he said.




  Once upon a time a female reporter had written that Superintendent Cheviot, of the Murder Squad, was “quite distinguished-looking, with rather sinister light-grey eyes, though to me he

  seemed good-natured enough.”




  No doubt this was gush. And yet, as those same light-grey eyes were raised now, they held a look so sinister that the cabman’s voice stuck in his throat. The eyes were set in a lean face,

  above the two white points of the collar and the casually tied black-satin stock.




  “Walk-er!” thought the driver. He didn’t want no row. He didn’t want no real trouble with a nob who looked as dangerous as this ’un.




  “Here; take this,” Cheviot said mildly. He handed up two shillings to a cabman who should already have jumped down and held open the door.




  If the fare all the way from Euston Road happened to be only a shilling, then that extra bob was an enormous tip. The cabman seized at the money. Almost soundlessly, muffled in mud, the cab

  backed and shuffled and clopped away down Whitehall into an eerie night. But the invisible voice still cried two words of hate.




  “Peeler!” it said. “Spy!”




  John Cheviot turned and strode left into the little turning where, beyond the gas-lamp bracket, was the only brick house showing a few furtive lights on the ground floor. The chill mud clogged

  his trousers and oozed unpleasantly across his shoes.




  That was reality, surely?




  But it wasn’t. Cheviot knew better.




  “This is Old Scotland Yard,” he thought, “exactly as it ought to be. Only a few hundred yards up from where I want to go. It hasn’t changed, of course. It’s

  my eyes, my senses, my brain.”




  And then, in sheer terror and despair:




  “Oh, God, it’s happened. I never really thought it would, even when I was over-worked. But it’s happened.”




  That was when he first saw the woman.




  A closed box of a carriage, painted in dark lacquer, with gilt wheels and glossy bay horses, had been drawn up close to the windows of number four Whitehall Place. Cheviot hardly saw it, because

  the carriage-lamps had been turned down to mere blue sparks, until a top-hatted coachman in red livery sprang down from the box.




  As the coachman twisted a tiny wheel under the lamp, its flame blossomed up bright and yellow. The carriage-door was opened. A woman put one foot down on the step and hesitated, waving away the

  coachman. She looked steadily at Cheviot from a distance of only ten feet away.




  “Mr. Cheviot!” she called gently. Her voice was very soft and sweet, with a hint of demure formality. She lowered her long eyelashes in confusion, and sat back into the carriage.




  Again Cheviot stood still.




  This was worse than ever. He had caught only a brief glimpse of her. And yet, though he had never seen her before in his life, he thought he knew who she was.




  She was no girl. She may have been thirty, or perhaps more. The hint of maturity in that slender figure only added allure. She wore a gown of white brocade, with faint yellow stripes, well off

  the shoulders and cut low at the breast, with bare arms.




  Her hair, clear golden, was parted in the middle and drawn across the forehead so as to expose the ears, ending in flat round plaits well behind her head. It exposed the soft beauty of face and

  neck, faintly coloured despite a dusting of rice-powder. Her mouth, unpainted, was small but full-lipped, like her rounded chin. Most of all, beyond her gracefulness, you noted the eyes: large,

  long, heavy-lidded, of a clear dark blue, outwardly as innocent-looking as those of a girl of fourteen.




  But she was not in the least innocent.




  One of the hardest tasks in Cheviot’s life was to walk straight across to that carriage. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed that the top-hatted coachman in red livery again sat

  straight-backed on the box, staring ahead.




  “I am blind,” the coachman’s back seemed to say. “I hear nothing; I see nothing.”




  Cheviot removed his hat. He mounted the step of the carriage, and bent his head inside.




  This was no hackney cab. It smelled of jasmine perfume, even its claret-coloured cushions. The woman was leaning back, her innocent-looking blue eyes half closed; but she sat up as he

  entered.




  “Dearest!” she said, in a voice so low it was barely audible.




  Then she lifted her mouth to be kissed.




  “Madam,” said Cheviot, “what is your name?”




  The blue eyes flashed wide open.




  “Isn’t your first name Flora? Isn’t it?”




  “As if you didn’t know!”




  “You are Lady Drayton. You’re a widow. You live at—”




  Even at her most intent or her most passionate, as he was to discover, she would colour with that air of timidity or even shyness.




  “I live,” she whispered, “where I am waiting to take you home. As always.”




  Cheviot, the outwardly stolid, never quite understood his behaviour then. Dropping on one knee, he locked his arms tightly round her waist and put his cheek against her breast.




  “Don’t laugh at me,” he said. “For God’s sake don’t laugh at me.”




  Flora did not answer that she would not laugh at him. She did not say he was hurting her, though his grip did hurt. Instead her arms went round his neck, and her own cheek was pressed against

  his hair.




  “My dear! What is it? What is the matter?”




  “I’m out of my senses. I’m mad. I’m a cursed Bedlamite! You see . . .”




  For perhaps thirty seconds he whispered or shouted wild words. It is doubtful that Flora, who could remember everything he said and repeat it to him afterwards, understood one tenth of what he

  spoke.




  But the black fear-sting was being drawn out of his brain, slowly, as he talked. He could feel the soft, perfumed flesh rise and fall under his cheek. He felt the pressure of her arms round his

  neck.




  “This is one fine position,” he thought, “for a police-officer on duty.”




  Cheviot stumbled to his feet, inadvertently treading on the hem of a white-and-yellow gown tight at the waist but wide in the skirt according to the prevailing mode. He could not stand upright

  in the carriage. Bending over, he put his hands lightly on her shoulders as her head went back.




  Flora’s neck seemed too slender to support the weight of the heavy golden hair. Her long, large, innocent-seeming eyes were blurred with tears, and she trembled. Her presence was so

  sensually disturbing that—




  “You are not mad,” she told him gently. Then she made a wry mouth, turning her head away. “Except, to be sure, that you wish to become Superintendent of their Central Company,

  or Central Division, or whatever name they give it.” Back turned the disturbing eyes. “And, if you be mad, what am I?”




  “Oh, you’re out of a picture-book!”




  “Dearest?”




  “To be exact, from a folio of coloured drawings at . . .”




  About to say “the Victoria and Albeit Museum,” he checked himself.




  “Nobody knows,” he said, “how long I have loved you. Nobody will ever know.”




  “Well. I should hope not.” Yet she took fire at his mood. “Oh, how I wish we were at home now! But—but are you not late for your appointment?”




  “Appointment? With whom?”




  “With Mr. Mayne and Colonel Rowan, surely?”




  Beside Flora, on the cushions, lay a large Leghorn hat and a red cashmere shawl. Cheviot studied them in the dimness. As one who had delved much in ancient records, he knew that the names of the

  first two Police Commissioners, acting with joint authority, had been Mr. Richard Mayne and Colonel Charles Rowan.




  He knew their portraits, their histories. He knew—




  “You refer,” he said, and cleared his throat, “to Sir Robert Peel’s . . .?”




  “Sir Robert?” Flora looked perplexed. “I had heard old Sir Robert was very ill, and not expected to live. But has he died? And has Mr. Peel inherited his

  father’s baronetcy?”




  “He hasn’t, he hasn’t! Not yet!” Cheviot cried out. “Forgive me,” he added more mildly. “It was only a mistake.”




  “We-el,” murmured Flora. “I suppose you must go. But don’t, please don’t, remain away too long.”




  And once more she lifted her mouth.




  What happened in the next few minutes need not be told here. And yet, as Cheviot left the carriage and strode confidently towards the door of number four Whitehall Place, the fit of horrors had

  departed.




  “Come, now!” crackled a satiric voice in his own brain. “Isn’t this only the other part of your dream, the secret dreams all men hide and cherish? Didn’t you want

  to see, in action, the first Scotland Yard in history? When the mob was a tiger, when gangs were more murderous, when the police were hated and attacked as interferers with personal liberty? When

  puzzling crimes, of house-breaking or murder, could be solved only by a blunder of luck or the whisper of the informer?




  “Murder, let’s admit,” whispered that same satiric voice, “is always sordid; usually dull; not at all the stuff of novels. Still! Didn’t you want to amaze them by

  solving some such mystery, with fingerprints or ballistics or modern deduction? In your heart, now, don’t you still want to astonish them with what can be done?”




  “Yes!” Superintendent Cheviot muttered aloud.




  Number four Whitehall Place was a handsome brick house, showing glimmers of light through drawn curtains of windows on either side of its door. Cheviot lifted the knocker and rapped sharply.




  Was it only in his imagination that someone, close at hand, uttered a laugh?




  Cheviot whirled round. Yes; it was illusion. There was nobody there.




  The door was opened by—yes, by the sort of person Cheviot expected to see.




  The man was of middle height, red-faced, and by his stiff military bearing clearly an ex-Army ranker. His coat, stretching halfway to his knees, was of dark blue and had a line of metal buttons

  to the waist. His trousers were dark blue. Few would have guessed that his tall hat was reinforced inside by a leather crown and supports of heavy cane, against the lash of clubs and bottles.




  As he eyed Cheviot’s bearing and clothes, he became more stiff and respectful.




  “Yes, sir?”




  “My name is Cheviot,” the latter said carelessly. “I believe I have an appointment with Colonel Rowan and Mr. Mayne.”




  “Yes, sir. Will you follow me, sir?”




  The Peeler’s hardwood truncheon and rattle were hidden by the skirts of his coat. In fact (as was Mr. Peel’s strongest wish) you could see little to distinguish him from an ordinary

  civilian, except for the blue-and-white band round his left arm, which indicated merely that he was on duty.




  Cheviot sauntered after him, into a wide and spacious hall with doors on either side. But the passage was going to ruin from its smell of damp, from the spreading patches on its scarlet

  wallpaper.




  The policeman, stiff-backed, marched across to a door on the right. He threw it open.




  “Mr. Cheviot,” he announced in a hoarse brandy-voice.




  Cheviot felt a second’s blind panic, worse than any he had known. He was committed. For good or ill, for ease or death, he must walk the path to God-knows-where. Well! All the more reason

  why he should walk it with good grace, as Flora would have him do.




  He caught only a glimpse of a good-sized room, its oak-panelled walls cluttered to confusion with military trophies. Colonel Rowan, he vaguely remembered, was a bachelor and kept living-quarters

  here. Then, throwing back his shoulders and with a lazy smile, Cheviot strolled in.




  “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said.




  





  Chapter Two




  A Problem in Bird-Seed




  Actually there were three men in the room. But, since one was sitting at a writing-desk in a far corner, Cheviot at first saw only two.




  On the floor lay a red-patterned Turkey carpet, so spattered and trampled with tobacco-ash that its original colours remained dubious. A polished mahogany table, much burned at the edges, stood

  in the middle. On it, amid scattered documents and a paper of cigars, was a lamp with a fluted red-glass shade and a red-glass bowl burning a broad flame of petroleum oil.




  Cheviot wondered, not for the first time, why petroleum-burning lamps didn’t blow up; and was soon to learn that they often did.




  Sideways to the table, in an easy-chair of padded purplish silk, sat a tall, slender, rather handsome man in his late forties. His thinning and greying fair hair was brushed up and curled back

  from a high forehead. What you first noticed were the large eyes and wide nostrils; they added an air of sensitiveness and intelligence to the thin face.




  This was Colonel Charles Rowan, of course. Except for the absence of sword or sword-belt, he wore dress uniform: his scarlet coat, with heavy gold epaulettes, bore the buff facings and silver

  lace of the 52nd, a Light Infantry regiment. His white-trousered legs were crossed. His left hand held a lighted cigar; with his right hand he slapped at the chair-arm with a pair of white

  gloves.




  Cheviot glanced across the table at the other man.




  Mr. Richard Mayne, a bouncing barrister in his early thirties, was also smoking a cigar. At first glance his face appeared to be perfectly round. This was because of his shiny black hair and

  shiny side-whiskers. Though the side-whiskers did not completely encircle his face and meet at the chin, they came within an inch or more of doing so. Out of this frame peered dark eyes, also shiny

  and shrewd, above a long nose and a wide mouth.




  Mr. Mayne’s clothes were much like Cheviot’s own, though of less fine quality. Mr. Mayne wore a sombre-hued coat, pinched-in at the waist but long and loose almost to the knees. The

  high sides of his collar showed above a white neckerchief. His trousers were of brown velvet, strapped under the shoes like Cheviot’s.




  “Now steady!” thought the latter. “I’m perfectly cool.”




  And yet he kept on clearing his throat as he bowed formally.




  “I—I must apologise for my lateness, gentlemen.”




  Both his companions rose to their feet and returned the bow. Both of them threw away their cigars into a china spittoon under the table.




  “I beg you won’t mention it,” smiled Colonel Rowan. “Speaking for myself, I was rather gratified at your application. This, I take it, is your first visit to Scotland

  Yard?”




  Slight pause.




  “Well!—” said Cheviot, and made a noncommittal gesture with his hat.




  “Ah, yes. Kindly be seated, in that chair there, and we’ll consider your qualifications.”




  Mr. Richard Mayne, who had sat down, bounced to his feet again. His face, circled with the dark hair and whiskers, was not at all unfriendly; but it was dogged.




  “Rowan,” he said in a deep voice with a faint trace of Irish accent, “I have no liking for this. Forgive me, Mr. Cheviot,” and his dark eyebrows twitched back towards the

  Colonel, “but this gentleman is too plainly a gentleman. Rowan, it won’t do!”




  “And yet,” mused the other, “I am not sure.”




  “Sure? Damme, it’s against the express orders of Peel himself! The Force, in general, is to be composed of ex-Army privates, commanded by non-commissioned officers.

  Non-commissioned. Peel don’t want gentlemen, and says so.” Here Mr. Mayne squeezed up his eyes in memory. “ ‘A sergeant of the Guards at two hundred pounds a

  year,’ ” he quoted, “ ‘is a better man for my purpose than a captain of high military reputation who would serve for nothing, or if I could give him a thousand a

  year.’ What do you say to that?”




  Colonel Rowan’s thin, fair-grey head, atop the high black-leather stock which gave his courtesy so stiff-backed a look, turned slowly towards Mr. Mayne.




  “At our very first parade,” he said, “we were obliged to dismiss five officers for being drunk on duty. Not to mention the nine men we dismissed for complaints at what they

  called the long hours.”




  “Drunkenness?” scoffed the young barrister. “Come, now! What else can we expect?”




  “Better than that, I think. One moment.”




  With another polite bow, Colonel Rowan walked to the desk in the far corner of the room. There he exchanged a few words in a low voice with a man sitting behind the desk. This man, whom Cheviot

  could not see very well, handed him a long sheet of foolscap. Colonel Rowan returned to the table.




  “Now, sir,” he added, looking at Cheviot. “Your record.”




  He sat down. So did Mr. Mayne and Cheviot, the latter turning round and round the brim of his hat in unsteady hands.




  Under the eye of Colonel Rowan, light-blue and mild as it appeared, he felt very small. He remembered, ghost-like, the painting of Colonel Rowan with the five medals across his coat. This man

  had fought in every major battle of the Peninsular War, and had commanded a wing at Waterloo.




  “I believe,” continued the Colonel, glancing at the foolscap-sheet, “you served in the late wars?”




  He meant the Napoleonic Wars, of course. But Cheviot could speak truthfully about the only war he knew.




  “I did, sir.”




  “Your rank?”




  “Captain.”




  Mr. Richard Mayne grunted. But Colonel Rowan was not ill-pleased.




  “Yes. In the 43rd Light Infantry, I think.” Then he spoke of Cheviot in the third person, as though the latter were not there at all. “Served with distinction at . . . hum! I

  will not embarrass him.”




  Cheviot said nothing.




  “Lives,” pursued Colonel Mayne, “in chambers at the Albany. Is of independent means: intelligence kindly supplied us by his bankers, Messrs. Groller of Lombard Street. Moves in

  the—the beau monde. Noted as pistol-shot, wrestler, and singlestick-player,” He glanced with approval at Cheviot’s shoulders, and looked at Mr. Mayne. “His private

  affairs . . . hum! These are no concern of ours.”




  Cheviot’s voice rang out loudly in the smoky, dirty room.




  “If you don’t mind, sir, I should be interested to hear what you have gleaned about my private life.”




  “You insist?”




  “I request.”




  “Is at times a heavy gambler,” read Colonel Rowan, without looking up, “but goes for months without touching cards or dice. No friend to temperance societies, but is never

  observable as being drunk. His friendship with Lady Drayton is well known—”




  “H’m,” grunted Mr. Mayne.




  “But is, I repeat, no concern of ours.”




  And he dropped the sheet of foolscap on the table.




  Too many shocks were having on Cheviot just the opposite effect. They induced in him a mood of exhilaration, a don’t-give-a-damn high-heartedness; he was ready to seize at one dream amid

  dreams.




  This was just as well, because Mr. Mayne’s deep voice came driving in.




  “Now, Mr. Cheviot!” said the barrister, thrusting an arm so suddenly across the table that Cheviot feared the lamp would singe his whiskers. “By your leave, I’ll ask the

  question Rowan was about to ask.”




  Mr. Mayne rose to his feet, putting his hands under his coat and waggling the coat-tails. This disclosed a velvet waistcoat, in which arabesques of black dominated arabesques of green, and which

  was crossed by a gold watch-chain with a bunch of seals.




  “Sir,” he continued, “you have applied for the post of Superintendent at our Central or Home Division. You are, we hear, of independent means. But your emolument would be only

  two hundred a year. You would be on duty twelve hours a day. Your work would be hard, dangerous, even bloody. Mr. Cheviot, why do you want this post?”




  Cheviot also sprang to his feet.




  “Because,” he retorted, “the duties of the police comprise more than suppressing brawls, or hauling away drunkards and prostitutes. You agree?”




  “And if I did?”




  “Well, what of crimes committed by a person or persons unknown? Thievery? House-breaking? Even,” and Cheviot rounded the syllables, “murder?”




  Mr. Mayne frowned at the table and flapped his coat-tails. Colonel Rowan did not speak.




  “Such crimes, I believe,” said Cheviot, “are now dealt with by the Runners. But the Runners are corrupt. They can be hired by a private individual, or rewarded by the

  Government with prices according to the scale of the crime. Oh, yes! Bow Street can always produce a victim to be hanged. And how often do you hang the right man?”




  Colonel Mayne interposed with unusual sharpness.




  “Seldom,” he said. “Damned seldom!—In good time, a dozen years or so,” he added, “we shall abolish the Runners altogether. We shall then create a new force of

  our own, to be called the ‘detective police.’ ”




  “Good!” said Cheviot in a ringing voice. “But why shouldn’t I, in addition to my ordinary duties, become the first member of your detective police? And begin

  those services now?”




  There was a silence.




  Colonel Rowan looked startled and even displeased. But in Mr. Richard Mayne could be sensed a new and different mood.




  “Eh, and why not?” exclaimed the barrister, firing up. “We live in a new age, Rowan. Of steam, of railways, of power-looms for the mills!”




  “And therefore,” the Colonel retorted, “of worse and worse poverty. This cry for Reform will cause riots; remember that. If we can assemble seventeen divisions by this time

  next year, we need every man. You go too fast, Mayne.”




  “Do I? I wonder! Always provided, that is, Mr. Cheviot could manage this work. What makes you think, sir, you could manage the work?”




  Cheviot bowed.




  “Because I can prove it,” he said.




  “Prove it? How?”




  Cheviot had been looking quickly round the room.




  The blood-red glass of the lamp cast a dim, rather ghastly light. Patterns of swords, pistols, muskets, and metal cap-badges glimmered with dull polish round the walls. In the back wall, beside

  a white marble mantelpiece, loomed up a stuffed and moth-eaten brown bear; the bear stood on its hind legs, forepaws out, seeming to leer and listen with one glass eye gone.




  Cheviot addressed Colonel Rowan.




  “Sir,” he said, gesturing round, “is there a loaded pistol among all these trophies?”




  “At least,” the other answered gravely, “I have one here.”




  Colonel Rowan drew open a drawer of the table. From it he produced a medium-weight, medium-bore pistol; the whole of its handle, Cheviot rejoiced to see, was plated with pure silver bearing

  Colonel Rowan’s initials.




  Just as gravely its owner drew back the hammer to half-cock, above the percussion-cap on the firing-nipple. Then he handed the pistol to Cheviot.




  “Will that do?”




  “Admirably. With your permission, sir, I will try an experiment. You gentlemen will be the two witnesses. Stop!” Cheviot looked at the figure behind the desk. “I see there is a

  third. Three witnesses would make my task more difficult.”




  Colonel Rowan craned his neck round. “Mr. Henley!” he called.




  There was a bumping noise, and the rattle of an unlit lamp, as someone pushed his way clumsily from behind the desk. Out of the shadows emerged a shortish, stocky man in his middle fifties.




  He was partly lame in the right foot, from a wound at Waterloo, and supported himself on a thin ebony walking-stick. But he had a merry brown eye, a flattish nose, and an amiable fleshy mouth.

  Even his thick side-hair and short-cut side-whiskers, reddish in colour, could not hide the broad runnel of baldness in the middle.




  You would have thought him something of a ladies’ man, a dasher, a lover of good food and wine. You would have thought so even despite his very dark clothes and the air of portentousness

  he assumed under Colonel Rowan’s eye.




  “May I present Mr. Alan Henley, our chief clerk?”




  “Your servant, sir,” intoned Mr. Henley, portentously and in a cultured voice which had not always been quite so cultured.




  He directed at Cheviot a private grin which Colonel Rowan did not see. Then he propped up his stick at the narrow end of the table, assumed an air of deep wisdom, and leaned on the table with

  both hands.




  “But, I say!” burst out Mr. Mayne. “What’s this demm’d experiment? What does the fellow mean to do?”




  “Observe!” said Cheviot.




  With an immense and vari-hued silk handkerchief, whipped from the tail-pocket of his coat, he had been polishing the pistol as though only to give it a higher gloss. Next, left forefinger on the

  muzzle and right forefinger under the handle, he put it down under the lamp.




  “Out in the passage,” he continued, restoring the handkerchief to his pocket, “you have a constable on duty. I propose to go out there. Tell the constable to engage my

  attention; at any event, be sure I cannot possibly see what occurs in here.”




  “Well? Well? Well?”




  “Then close the door; lock it. One of you gentlemen, I suggest, shall take up the pistol. Let him fire a shot, from any distance he likes; say at that stuffed bear beside the

  fireplace.”




  All swung round to look at the brown bear, which leered back with one glass eye.




  “Finally,” said Cheviot, “give me a sign to return. I will then tell you which of you three fired the shot, from what distance it was fired, and what the man in question did

  before and afterwards. That’s all.”




  “All?” echoed Mr. Richard Mayne, after a stupefied pause.




  “Yes, Mr. Mayne.”




  Mr. Mayne smote the table a blow with his fist.




  “Man, you’re mad!” he almost yelled. “It can’t be done!”




  “May I try?”




  “Poor old Tom,” Colonel Rowan said rather sadly, and looked at the brown bear. “I got him in Spain many years ago. One more bullet won’t hurt him.—At the same

  time,” the Colonel added with some sharpness, “our guest may well be able to tell us at what distance a shot is fired. By reason of the powder-burns.”




  Cheviot’s heart seemed to turn over. These people couldn’t possibly . . .?




  His momentary consternation was shared by the chief clerk as well as the barrister. Mr. Alan Henley rolled up his heavy, half-bald head, opening his eyes wide. A drop of sweat trickled down

  beside one reddish side-whisker.




  “S-sir?” he demanded.




  “Come, Henley, you have been to the wars! Have you never observed the nature of wounds?”




  “No, sir. Can’t say as,” here Mr. Henley coughed and instantly corrected his grammar, “can’t say I have.”




  “If a firearm is discharged close against the body, there will be black burns on the uniform. Even at ten or a dozen feet, granting a heavy charge of powder, there will be faint marks.

  Otherwise, if Mr. Cheviot will forgive me, I find his offer incredible.”




  “Incredible?” cried Mr. Mayne. “I tell you it’s impossible!” He looked at Cheviot “A small wager, perhaps,” he suggested, “that you can’t do

  it?”




  “Mr. Mayne, I—”




  Cheviot paused.




  A wave of revulsion, almost like nausea, rose up in his throat. What he intended was a trick, and a very cheap trick at that. It is all very well to imagine yourself dazzling the ignorant with

  your superior knowledge, and playing the great omniscient. But, when you are face to face with this, you shy back and find you can’t do it.




  “Five pounds?” inquired the barrister, diving into his pocket and waggling a banknote. “Shall we say five pounds?”




  “Mr. Mayne, I can’t take your money. This is a certainty. You see—”




  Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat.




  It was only a sharp knocking at the door to the passage. Yet none of them realized how great had grown the tension. Mr. Mayne jumped. Even Colonel Rowan, the imperturbable, jerked up his

  chin.




  “Yes, yes, what is it?” he called out.




  The door opened and closed behind the constable. The constable’s tall hat seemed even taller in this light. Standing stiffly at attention, he saluted. Then he marched towards Colonel

  Rowan, holding at arm’s length a four-folded sheet of paper sealed with a conspicuous crest in yellow wax.




  “Letter for you, sir. Personal, and by ’and.”




  “Thank you.”




  The red-faced constable marched backwards stiffly and stood at attention by the door. Colonel Rowan, after glancing at the letter, swung round again.




  “Billings!”




  “Sir.”




  “This letter has been opened. The seal has been pried up from underneath.”




  “Yessir,” instantly and hoarsely replied Billings. “I reckon it was the lady, sir.”




  “Lady? What lady?”




  “The lady, sir, has got her kerridge pulled up smack to the front winders. Fair-haired lady, sir, as pretty as any pictur you ever see.”




  “Oh,” murmured Colonel Rowan. But his eye strayed towards Cheviot.




  “By your leave, sir!” said Billings, saluting again. “I hear some horse a-coming up outside. I thinks it’s one of the Patrol. I opens the street-door. But

  ’t’an’t that at all. It’s a footman in livery, on an ’orse. An ’orse!” he added, with much disgust. “In my time, sir, they made us run. And run like

  blazes too.”




  “Billings!”




  “Very good, sir. Oh, ah; well. The lady puts her head out of the kerridge-winder. The footman stops and looks smarmy. She says something to him; can’t hear what. He gives her the

  letter into the kerridge. Presently she gives it out again. He wallops up to me, gives me the letter, and wallops off without waiting for a reply. Can’t say no more or that,

  sir.”




  (“Now what, in God’s name,” Cheviot was thinking furiously, “has Flora to do with this affair? Or, in fact, any affair that concerns the police?”)




  But he did not speak. The door closed after Billings. In silence Colonel Rowan opened and read the letter. His expression changed and grew more grave. He handed over the letter to Mr. Mayne.




  “I greatly fear, Mr. Cheviot,” he said, “we must postpone our experiment with the pistol. This is a matter of serious import. Someone has again been stealing bird-seed from

  Lady Cork.”




  Pause.




  The words were so grotesque, so unexpected, that for the moment Cheviot could not even laugh. He was not sure he had heard aright.




  “Bird-seed?” he repeated.




  “Bird-seed!” declared Mr. Mayne, who was quivering with excitement. Suddenly an inspiration gleamed in his dark eyes, and he struck the letter. “By Jove, Rowan! Since our good

  friend Cheviot fancies his abilities as a detective policeman, here’s his opportunity. Mind you, I mean to see he makes good his boast about the pistol. Meanwhile, here’s a test to

  decide whether he gets what he wants!”




  “To be honest,” the Colonel admitted, “I had much the same idea too.”




  Both pairs of eyes were fixed on Cheviot, who slowly bent down and fished up his hat from the floor.




  “I see,” he remarked with much politeness. “Then you wish me to investigate this abominable crime?”




  “Mr. Cheviot, do you find the matter so very amusing?”




  “Frankly, Colonel Rowan, I do. But I have been given far more nonsensical assignments in my time.”




  “Indeed,” said the Colonel, breathing hard. “Indeed!” He waited for a moment. “Are you acquainted with Lady Cork? Or, to give the lady her proper title, with the

  Countess of Cork and Orrery?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Lady Cork is one of our leading society hostesses. She keeps many birds in cages, as pets. There is also the famous macaw which draws out, clips, and smokes a cigar. For the second time

  in a week, someone has stolen the bird-seed from the containers at the side of a number of bird-cages. Nothing was stolen except bird-seed. But Lady Cork is very angry.”




  Colonel Mayne, an undemonstrative man, hesitated.




  “We—we are a new institution, we Metropolitan Police. I need not tell you how the mob hate and fear us. If we are to succeed at all, we must have the good-will of the gentry. The

  Duke himself, as Prime Minister, is not too proud to assist us in this. Are you too proud, Mr. Cheviot?”




  “No,” Cheviot answered, and lowered his eyes. “I understand. And I beg your pardon.”




  “Not at all. But we must act at once. Tonight Lady Cork gives a ball for the younger people. As a gentleman, your presence will pass unnoticed. You see the virtue of my method,

  Mayne?”




  “Deuce take it, Rowan, never say I objected!” cried Mr. Mayne.




  “Mr. Henley had better write you a few lines, signed by both Mayne and myself, to serve as your authority. Henley!”




  But the chief clerk had already limped back to his writing-desk, and sat down. Flint-and-steel crunched up a brief yellow-blue flame; a lamp-wick, this time in a green shade, burst up with a

  loud pop. Mr. Henley was mending the nib of a pen.




  “Henley, I think, had better accompany you should you wish to take notes. We must ring for horses. Stay, though!” Colonel Rowan’s face grew blank and detached. “Am I

  correct in assuming that the carriage outside is Lady Drayton’s?”




  There was no sound in the room except the scratching of the chief clerk’s pen.




  “You are correct,” Cheviot said. “May I ask where Lady Cork lives?”




  “At number six New Burlington Street.—You accompanied Lady Drayton here?”




  “I did.”




  “Ah! Doubtless she has a card of invitation to the ball; and you would wish to ride there with her in the carriage?”




  “With your permission, yes.”




  “By all means.” Colonel Rowan looked away. “You must consult your own conscience as to what questions you ask her about an opened letter. Now, Henley!”




  The chief clerk lumbered up with four lines written in a neat round-hand on half a sheet of foolscap. This he put on the table, together with pen and inkstand. Mr. Mayne and Colonel Rowan

  hastily scratched their signatures. Mr. Henley sanded the document, folded it up, and gave it to Cheviot.




  “Now make haste,” advised Colonel Rowan, “yet not too quickly! Henley must be there before you, on horseback, to explain matters. One moment!”




  John Cheviot felt an inexplicable chill at his heart. Colonel Rowan’s large eyes and thin face swam at him with calm but inflexible authority.




  “The affair may seem trifling. But I say again that it is of grave import. You won’t fail us, Mr. Cheviot? You will do your best?”




  “I will do my best,” said Cheviot, “to solve the mystery of the missing bird-seed.”




  And he bowed satirically, his hat over his heart. His last glimpse was of the polished pistol, shining and evil-seeming on the table under the lamp, as he strode out into a worse nightmare than

  any of which he had ever dreamed.




  





  Chapter Three




  Carnival by Gaslight




  Fully a dozen fiddles, animated by the twang of a harp, sang and dipped and raced in the fast tempo of the dance. Open gas-jets, in their flattish glass bowls, jumped and

  swayed to the music.




  As Flora Drayton’s carriage turned into New Burlington Street, a very short and rather narrow lane to the left of Regent Steet, they heard the music even at a distance.




  Number six New Burlington Street was a large double-fronted house of dark red brick, with a dingy whitish pillar on either side of the street-door, and window-frames picked out in white. The

  door was uncompromisingly closed. Yet tremulous gaslight, yellow-blue, shone out on the white mist. It shone out through curtains, tasselled and looped, which were only half closed on every window

  in the house.




  Thump, thump went the feet of the dancers, advancing and retreating. Shadows appeared at the windows on the floor above the street: appeared, grew bloated, then faded and dwindled away.

  The window-frames rattled to the noise.




  “Who-o-a!” softly called the coachman, to restive horses creaking in heavy harness. The horses’ hooves clopped, swerved badly, and drew up.




  “Flora!”




  “Y-yes?”




  “That music. That dance. What is it?”




  “But, J-Jack, it’s only a quadrille. What on earth do you think it is?”




  To Cheviot it sounded like an old-fashioned square-dance, which in effect it was. But they carried it at a pace which he, for one, would not have cared to try.




  Flora, cowering back in a corner after what she had endured even during that short drive, pressed one hand hard against her breast.




  She loved him. Seeing him now, the light-grey eyes, the high forehead with the heavy dark-brown hair, the sardonic-humorous lines from nostril to mouth, it came to her with a stab how deeply and

  passionately she loved him.




  Flora was not possessive; or, at least, not very. Being wise, she did not seek to pry into every mood. Soon, she felt, his conscience would be troubling him as usual; then he would turn to that

  fierce tenderness which had carried her away from the first. But he mustn’t quiz or tease her; he mustn’t pretend! That frightened her too much.




  And Cheviot himself?




  Ever since he had left number four Whitehall Place, stepping out again through the mist and dim gas-gleam towards the carriage with the gilt wheels, he had been wondering what he should say to

  her. As they turned into New Burlington Street, his mind went back to that scene at Great Scotland Yard.




  The coachman in red livery had jumped down and held open the carriage-door. Cheviot had hesitated, hat in hand, on the step.




  Flora sat back against claret-coloured cushions, breathing emotion though not looking at him. She was still hatless. Her golden hair, exposing the ears and drawn to such a long sweep at the

  back, did not seem suited to a hat. But she had drawn the red cashmere shawl round her shoulders. Her hands, now white-gloved to the elbows, were thrust into a large muff of fur dyed in

  yellow-and-white stripes to match her gown.




  “Well!” she breathed, still without looking at him. “Did you obtain this odious and inferior position for which you so horribly longed?”




  “Inferior!” exclaimed Cheviot, still hesitating on the step.




  Flora tossed her head.




  “Is it not?”




  “If I obtain the position, I shall command a force of four inspectors and sixteen sergeants, each sergeant in charge of nine constables.”




  “If you obtain it?” At last she turned to look at him. “Then you have not?”




  “Not yet. First I am being given a test. Flora, would it trouble you too much if we drove to Lady Cork’s? I—I suppose you have a card of invitation?”




  Had she opened that letter, or hadn’t she?




  As a rule Cheviot counted himself a reasonably good judge of human character.




  But Flora’s whole being, the mock-innocent mouth and mock-innocent blue eyes now wide open, disturbed his senses and upset his reason. Besides, what the devil did it matter whether she had

  opened the letter or not? Her blush, as she lowered her eyes, was vividly real.




  “My reputation is not yet so tarnished,” she retorted in a very low voice, “that all doors are closed to me. Yes! I have my invitation, and yours too.”




  From her muff she drew out two engraved cards, square and very large, much too ornate for his conservative taste; and then put them back again.




  “But you swore you wouldn’t go,” she whispered reproachfully, “because you detest bluestockings. I’m not fond of them myself, I allow. And Lady Cork, goodness

  knows, was the original bluestocking of all. Jack! Please get in!”




  “Mr. Cheviot!” called a heavy voice behind him.




  Flora shrank back. Cheviot swung round.




  On a skittish, eye-rolling black horse sat Mr. Henley, the chief clerk. But his short, stocky figure bestrode the saddle like a centaur, reins gripped in two fingers of his left hand. His glossy

  beaverskin hat was stuck on rakishly.




  The horse clattered and danced. Mr. Henry restrained it. As more suited to an outdoor excursion, his right hand held a thick cane of knobby wood, as well as the flattish shagreen-covered case

  for his writing-materials.




  He bent down towards Cheviot.
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