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I—The Mystery of Marle House

	One evening, just as dark was falling, in a many-windowed room of a long, low building standing within the shelter of a cliff high up on a lonely mountainside, were seated three men. The building was the only structure in that profound solitude, and was so high and so far removed that from the habitations in the village below it required a good pair of binoculars to pick up with any accuracy the beginning of the winding road which led up to it.

	The three men were talking earnestly and, although they must have been aware that by no possibility could they be overheard, their voices, as if from force of habit, were pitched in low tones.

	"And with all their hypocritical diplomatic correctness," scowled one of them who, from his bearing, appeared to be in authority, "they are allowing their press to become more and more insulting to us every day. Were we not referred to last week as a gang of blackmailers with the morality of a pack of thieves?"

	"That is so, Your Excellency," nodded the suave, good-looking man, seated opposite to him, "and it was said, too, that most of us ought to be behind asylum bars."

	"But that's mild compared with a letter which appeared in the 'Daily Messenger'," boomed the third man, big and stout, with dark, piercing eyes under very bushy brows. "The writer said Your Excellency was an unbalanced mental degenerate and that you had degraded our race to the level of a band of thugs. He said you were teaching the people that wholesale murder and pillage should be their national ideals and he went on——"

	The face of the one they had addressed as Your Excellency reddened in anger; and he interrupted sharply. "And there are two members of their Cabinet, particularly, who are responsible for allowing all this. Lord Michael and Sir Howard Wake. They have repeatedly defended this venomous, so-called freedom of the press." He turned frowningly to the good-looking man. "You have made representations about it many times, von Ravenheim?"

	"I have, Your Excellency," was the reply, "but it has not done the slightest good. As for these two men, in every way they continue to be our greatest stumbling block. They are——"

	"I know, I know," exclaimed His Excellency testily. "Their influence in that cursed country of theirs is continually thwarting our plans. More than anyone, it is they who are keeping Britain in her present state of preparedness."

	The stout man spoke again. "Since Lord Michael has been at the War Office," he commented, "they never sleep, and Sir Howard is a man of untiring energy and of great vision, too." He nodded. "Yes, as Your Excellency says, at the present moment they are more to be feared than anyone."

	His Excellency spoke scornfully. "Then is it in accord with our general policy to let these two men stand in our way any longer? We should have no scruples at all how we deal with them, for we are as much in a state of war with England now, as if we were nightly bombing her cities into dust." His eyes flashed. "The whole world knows our open hostility is only a question of our choosing our own time, when we can catch them unawares."

	A short silence followed and then von Ravenheim said slowly. "For many months now we have been searching for some means of discrediting these two men, and have, accordingly, gone most minutely into their private lives. But we can find no scandal anywhere, and——"

	"Find no scandal!" scoffed the other contemptuously. "That's not what you must do! Have them shot! Pay someone to put a bullet in them! That's the only way of settling things; for at all costs we must prevent Lord Michael from going to New York next month. We can't have those muddle-minded Americans stirred up again."

	Von Ravenheim looked uncomfortable. "But the risks would be terrible, Your Excellency. Their deaths by violent means would shock the whole world, and if there is the slightest suspicion against us, we——"

	"But there mustn't be the slightest suspicion," was the angry interruption, "and there is no reason there should be. Why, only last week I read that that precious member of Parliament of theirs, Sir Derek Sandy was processioning with thousands of other fools to protest against the moneys which were being spent upon defence and, in the speeches which followed, it was insisted that Lord Michael and Sir Howard, more than any other members of the Cabinet, were responsible. Well then, why shouldn't it be thought that some of this peace-loving horde had shot them to save greater bloodshed?"

	"It will be most difficult to arrange, sir," said von Ravenheim reluctantly. "They are always so well-guarded, wherever they go."

	The other looked amused. "Pooh, by two or three fat policemen in private clothes. I saw their kind twenty years ago when the then Prince of Wales was visiting Cannes. They looked like superannuated butlers, full of English beef and beer, amiable unsuspicious creatures with no imagination. No, go to that man in Great Tower street we are having dealings with. Pay him well—give him £10,000—and there should be no difficulty. Give him part of the money down. He seems reliable and has always delivered the goods up to now."

	"Very well, Your Excellency," said von Ravenheim. "I'll approach him myself."

	"Good!" said his superior. He turned to the third man. "Don't you think this the best way of dealing with the matter, General?"

	"Certainly, sir," replied the stout man, "and if they do suspect we've had a hand in it, their Government will never dare to say so." He guffawed hoarsely "They may have stiffened their backs a bit lately but they still think they can buy us off by being polite. They bleat like the lamb in the presence of the wolf."

	A short silence followed and then the man who had been so peremptorily issuing his orders leaned back in his chair and laughed softly. "And now I'm going to surprise you, gentlemen. I'm going to give you a great shock." He paused a moment to enjoy the puzzled expressions upon the faces of his audience, and then rapped out, "I'm going over to England myself! I'm going to see this wonderful London of theirs, incognito."

	A deep hush filled the room von Ravenheim screwed up his eyes and turned his head sideways, as if he were rather deaf and had not caught the words aright, while the general's lips parted and he stared hard and incredulously.

	"Yes," went on His Excellency quietly, "I have never seen this country which is now so occupying all our thought, and it has been long in my mind that I would like to go there." His voice rose passionately. "I want to visit their London before it is destroyed. I want to see their beautiful old buildings before they are in ruins, and I want to mix among their crowds and get their mentality first-hand before they are a conquered people." He pointed to a row of books upon a shelf. "So with that idea in my mind. I have been at work upon their dreadful language for more than six months, I have had three English tutors here, and can now talk quite quickly with this last one, and understand everything that he says." He laughed lightly. "Well, what do you think of it, my friends?"

	Von Ravenheim shook his head emphatically. "It is impossible, sir."

	"Impossible! But I intend to do it!"

	"It would stagger the world!"

	"But the world will know nothing about it. I shall go straight to London as a private individual, and no one but you two will be aware that I have left our country. As you know, I speak French fluently, so I shall pass as a Swiss. I shall be absent for only a few weeks, and it will be given out I am still on holiday here. You, von Ravenheim, will find me a quiet hotel in London, and I shall keep in touch with you all the time, in case anything should happen which I must deal with at once."

	"But your face, sir!" protested von Ravenheim. "It is one of the best known in the world. You will be recognised at once."

	His Excellency shook his head. "No, that is not likely, for I intend to shave off my moustache; and, in civilian clothes, I shall appear just like any ordinary citizen of our country. If anyone does happen to remark upon the resemblance between the sight-seeing Herr I shall then be, and the person I really am—they will only regard it as a joke. They will know it is impossible we can be one and the same person."

	"But what about those tutors who have been teaching you English?" asked von Ravenheim uneasily. "Can you trust them?"

	"I don't," laughed the other, very amused, "and have accordingly taken all the necessary precautions. Numbers 1 and 2 have gone upon a long journey, and No. 3 will soon join them." He spoke carelessly. "What do three lives count in times like these?"

	General Meinz cleared his throat. "I don't approve your going, sir," he began, "and I——"

	"Then I must do without your approval," was the smiling comment, "for I am determined to go." He rose to his feet to cut short the interview. "So both of you will return here on Sunday. Then I will make known my final arrangements;" and, with a wave of his arm, he dismissed the two men who clicked their heels, and after a solemn salute left the room.

	* * *

	Now there would seem to be no possible connection between the great autocrat of that lonely building upon the mountainside and an insignificant looking little convict in a prison in far off England. Yet, at that very moment Fate, like a malignant spider, was starting to weave a web whose threads were destined ultimately to entangle them both.

	Gilbert Larose, the one-time international detective, and now the husband of the wealthy widow of Sir Charles Ardane was holding a brief conversation in the foyer of a big London restaurant with Brigadier-General Haines the governor of one of England's largest penal settlements.

	"And you are the very man I wanted to meet, Mr. Larose," exclaimed the Brigadier genially, "for, as a former associate of the criminal classes, you can now, perhaps, do one of their order a good turn!"

	"Oh," smiled Larose. "What's the idea? Do you want me to arrange the escape of some poor devil who's suffering under your tender mercies?"

	"No, there's happily no need for that," laughed the Brigadier, "as the man comes out on ticket of leave next week. He's been my guest for just over six years and now has to face the world again, with not a friend or a relative to look after him I want you to get him a job."

	"Who is he and what's he in for?" asked Larose. "The crowd at your place are generally a tough lot, and I draw the line at gentlemen who have been scotched for crimes of violence."

	"Well, he's by name of Bracegirdle, and he got ten years for shooting a gamekeeper. He was caught red-handed in Lord Jevington's preserves, and put up a fight to escape arrest. In the struggle his gun went off and the gamekeeper was killed. Of course, Bracegirdle says it was accidental; and the jury were obviously inclined to believe him, as they added a strong recommendation to mercy. From what I've seen of him, I, too, believe he was speaking the truth, as he's not vicious by nature. He was just a man bursting with energy; and his poaching was only an adventure."

	"What was his occupation before it happened?"

	"He was a motor mechanic, and, at the trial, his employers came forward and gave him an excellent character."

	"Hum!" remarked Larose. "I happen to know a relative of my wife is looking for a good man for his motor launch. Well, when could I see this chap?"

	"Why not run down tomorrow? It would only take you a couple of hours, and if you show interest in the man it may be the salvation of him. He's just in that state of mind when he might easily drift into a life of crime, and I want to prevent that. He's very bitter against everyone, and says he did not have a fair trial. He is sure it was Lord Jevington's influence that got him convicted on the major charge. Yes, you come down to lunch tomorrow and I'll give you some Barsac that will be well worth the journey. Can you manage it?" and Larose, moving off to greet two ladies who had just entered the foyer, nodded an affirmative reply.

	Between the mouths of the rivers Crouch and Blackwater lies the loneliest part of the Essex coast. Even in these days of the ubiquitous motor car, it is unsought after on account of its inaccessibility and because, when reached, there is nothing to interest the average person there. At low water the sea recedes many miles from its shore, which is flanked by many thousands of acres of low-lying land, much of it swamp and marsh, reclaimed from the sea by the narrow seawall which runs the greater part of its length.

	It is at all times a scene of desolation, given over to the wastes of muddied sands and the screeching gulls; and when the winds are risen, the sea roars across the foreshore to the stolen marshes, like some wolf-mother calling to her cubs.

	And yet, at some time in the mid-Victorian years, someone had built a house there—at its loneliest part—a good, substantial stone house of two stories, just behind the seawall and within a hundred yards of the margin of the waves at high tide.

	At the back of the house stretched a wide expanse of the dreary Dengie marshes. No road led there, only a narrow, winding track across the marshes, always sodden and precarious in the winter rains.

	Marle House it was called, but beyond the memory of the oldest inhabitant of the scattered outlying little villages it had been known as Marle's Folly.

	For many years it had been unoccupied; and the sea spray had crumbled the mortar between its stones and rotted away the woodwork, so that its doors and windows had fallen in. It had stood like a great grey ghost derelect and forgotten by the world.

	But quite recently, much to the interest of everybody in the neighborhood, it had come into the possession of new owners, three friends, and they had restored it to some degree of comfort.

	At first, everyone for miles around had been intensely curious about the newcomers, but, it becoming known that they were business men from London and connected with the Stock Exchange, undue curiosity and interest in them soon died down. It was understood they were making Marle House their home in order to obtain a little peace and quietness at weekends, in happy contrast to the feverish worries or their calling.

	The three men at Marle House were always in residence on Saturdays and Sundays; but often during the week, late at night or in the early mornings, their big black car was seen speeding along the London road beyond Southminster or Burnham.

	The car never passed through either of these little towns, either going to or coming from London, but picked up the main road from another track leading off the marshes, so that just where the tenants of Marle House were at any time was never actually certain.

	They were assumed to be well off, for soon after they came to Marle House a piece of land, about two miles away, at the very mouth of the River Crouch, opposite to Foulness Island, was acquired; and there they built a big, roomy boat-house, soon to be occupied by quite a good-sized motor launch. In fine weather they often went fishing far out to sea, and it was said that at times they crossed right over to the Kentish coast.

	Keeping as they did, entirely to themselves, it was never known if they entertained any visitors or or not.

	The Southminster grocer, however, who called at Marle House every Wednesday, learned, besides their occupation, a lot of other things about them from the elderly housekeeper, who described them as 'perfect gentlemen.' She told him that their names were Pellew, Royne, and Rising, and that they were well connected, and had a luxurious flat in the West End, where they stayed when they did not come home during the week.

	She spoke there in all sincerity, and to the best of her belief, but, for all that, she was furnishing most inaccurate information.

	Their real names were nothing like those she had given and, had the truth been known, the world generally would hardly have agreed to her statement that they fell within the category of perfect gentlemen.

	As a matter of fact, the so-called Pellew was a one-time member of the legal profession who had been struck off the rolls and received five years' imprisonment for appropriating trust money. Royne was an ex-paymaster of the Royal Navy, who had been dismissed for embezzlement, and had escaped prosecution only because of the influence of a distinguished relative high up in the service, while Rising was a properly qualified medical man who had, some years before, to flee the country because of his connection with a dope gang which had been uncovered by the police.

	As for their real occupations, certainly the Stock Exchange did not know them. To those who had dealings with them in London, they were known to carry on the business known as the Malaga Wine and Spirit Company, specialising in the importing of Spanish wines.

	The premises of the company were situated in an old warehouse in Curtain lane, a short, unfrequented street near the East End of the city, and comprised the ground floor and basement of a narrow building wedged in between two much higher ones.

	The two upper floors were unoccupied, which circumstance was explained by the fact that the lease of the whole building was falling due in less than a year's time, when everything would come into the hands of the housebreakers.

	The company was an old-established one, but for many years it had been anything but a paying concern. However, about eighteen months previously, it had been bought very cheaply by its present proprietors, and was now registered in the name of Anton Pellew.

	The manner in which the company conducted its business would certainly have seemed peculiar to anyone who knew anything about the tenants of Marle House, for the three men, when up in the city and making their living by the activities of this decaying wine firm, were, apparently, upon a very different footing from that shared by the three friends when at home in their lonely residence upon the Essex coast.

	In Curtain lane, Pellew posed as the sole proprietor of the business. Rising was the one solitary clerk, and Royne acted as porter, and had charge of the large cellar in the basement where the cases of wine were stored.

	When the car brought the three up to the city in the morning it was left for the day in a garage in the main street in Aldgate, but from there the three men never proceeded in company to Curtain lane.

	Royne invariably went first, and opened the warehouse, then, a few minutes later Rising followed and, finally, Pellew bustled in, as if business were very brisk and the day's work must be got on with as quickly as possible.

	But business was never brisk with this company, for they had very few customers and, except that they were agents for a brand of cheap but quite passable sherry, they might have had almost no customers at all. Still, slackness of trade never seemed to worry them and they never appeared to be short of money.

	When they were all together in the building Royne, as the porter, invariably brought in three good lunches from a nearby public house. These they ate in company in a back room behind the private office; and, as an appetiser, they often shared a quart bottle of champagne, of a much better vintage than was ever to be found in their own cellar.

	But they were not always all together, for both Pellew and Rising were often away, Pellew particularly, but never both at the same time. Sometimes, one of these two would be away for days at a time, and then when he returned there would be a long and earnest conversation in the back room, with a switch on the front door slipped down, so that no one could enter the premises without sounding a bell which tinkled in the room where they were.

	Occasionally, but less often than the others, Royne went away too, and then he would leave in an attire very different from that he customarily adopted. He looked like a seafaring man at those times, with his face darkened to an almost mahogany hue. Also, his hands were tarred and grimy; and he appeared to have had no acquaintance with soap and water for some days.

	Then, again, their dealings with certain of their customers were strange, for, not once or twice, but several times when some prospective customer had been shown into the head office, upon a secret signal given by Pellew, Royne would make a quick change in his appearance and go out to the end of the lane and there wait for this customer to reappear. Then he would follow him and see where he went.

	Once, too, he had rushed off immediately and, picking up a taxi, had been driven right away to the West End. There he had waited for hours, keeping discreet watch not far away from a big house occupied by the ambassador of a certain foreign Power.

	Another time he was driven off in the same way, but it was to Whitehall he went upon this occasion, and night had fallen before he returned. Yet a third time, after showing a visitor in to Pellew, he had hurried off to New Scotland Yard, and not only that day but for the two days ensuing, had kept as close a watch as possible upon all who entered there.

	Sometimes all three men slept in the back room behind the office in Curtain lane; but sometimes only two of them, or Pellew rented two rooms upon the fourth floor of a house in Wardour street. There, speaking three languages fluently, he passed as a Continental journalist corresponding with several foreign papers, and one whose work accounted for his spasmodic occupancy of the rooms. He occasionally had visitors who from their appearance were not always of the poorer classes.

	Then, at other times enjoying life as a well-to-do man about town, he would stay at some first-class West End hotel, frequenting expensive night clubs and posing as one of the idle rich.

	Altogether, the proprietor and the two employees of the Malaga Wine and Spirit Company were a very mysterious trio.

	One day towards the end of May, about eleven o'clock in the morning, Pellew and Royne, in the private office, were frowningly conning the pages of an instruction book dealing with the Barling internal combustion engine.

	"It's a hellish pity we don't know enough about engines to do the job ourselves," scowled Pellew. "Still, there's no help for it, and we'll have to get a mechanic in. The devil of it is one or other of us will have to be watching him the whole time. We can't let him get any opportunity of nosing about, or he may become suspicious about a lot of things."

	"Yes," agreed Royne gloomily, "and there's always the chance he may become curious that the engine is so powerful, and start talking about it to outsiders."

	Pellew looked thoughtful. "Now if I could pick up a chap who has good reasons for wanting to keep out of the limelight for a while, it would fit in well. We really always need a handy man about the place to do odd jobs, besides looking after the motor boat and the car. There's that ceiling wants attending to and those leaks in the roof. I think I'll——" but they suddenly heard voices outside and a few moments later the obsequious Rising knocked respectfully upon the door and entered.

	"A gentleman to see you, sir," he announced in his ordinary tones, and then he mouthed the words, "Von Ravenheim!"

	Pellew elevated his eyebrows and grinned. "Show him in, John," and Rising at once proceeded to usher in the visitor.

	"Ah, good morning, Herr Menns," exclaimed Pellew with an affectation of great affability, as the door was being closed behind the visitor. "Now I hope you liked that last lot of sherry you had?"

	"No, I didn't like it at all," replied von Ravenheim crossly. "It's only fit for pigs. It burns the skin off your tongue, it's so fiery." He lowered his voice sharply. "Doesn't that man of yours pretend to remember my name?"

	"It is no pretence, mein Herr," said Pellew smilingly and in an equally low tone. "He never does remember names. He's very stupid; and that is why I keep him here." He laughed lightly. "I am the only clever person in this business; and that is how it should be."

	Von Ravenheim frowned. "But you're not so clever as you think; and that's what's brought me here now." He eyed him sternly. "My Government paid you £2,000 for the plans of that R8 super-submarine; and they now inform me they are incomplete. All the particulars are not there regarding the inner ballast tanks amidships. The exact measurements are not given."

	Pellew looked very serious. "Are they quite sure? I have always been able to rely upon the party who obtained them for me and, besides, as I showed you, the photos bore the secret marks of the Admiralty, as having been passed 'correct.' I pointed out to you the dot under the last M and above the last S in the specifications."

	"Well, my people tell me the plans are incomplete," said von Ravenheim sharply, "and I want to know what you are going to do about it. You must get in touch again at once with your agent."

	Pellew appeared to consider. "I may not be able to do it for a few days," he said slowly, "for I shall have to go about things very cautiously." He nodded. "But I'll get at the facts as quickly as I can and then you shall know immediately."

	Von Ravenheim nodded back. "And we shan't fall out about another hundred or so if you are put to more expense. That's a small thing if we get what we want." A puzzled expression crossed over his face; and he looked round at the bare furnishings of the office. "But I say, does this wine business of yours really pay? I have been here four times and have never seen any customers about."

	Pellew smiled. "Oh, yes, it pays me quite well. We certainly mayn't get many customers, but some days good orders come in, and we sell quite a lot of that sherry which doesn't suit your palate."

	Von Ravenheim regarded him interestedly, and then, after a moment's hesitation, pulled his chair up close to the desk-table which separated them. "Well, now another thing." He lowered his voice to the merest whisper. "Have you by any chance some precious stones you want to sell, an emerald necklace or a diamond tiara, for example?"

	Pellew started, as if he had received an electric shock, and his eyes seemed to be almost bulging from his head. His mouth opened and, with all his habitual self-possession, he knew that he was breathing heavily and that his face had paled. But he recovered himself quickly, except that now he had flushed to a dusky red.

	"What do you mean?" he asked slowly. "What have I to do with any jewels?"

	"That's what I want to know," laughed von Ravenheim softly. "That's what made me ask you the question." His voice hardened grimly. "But I am struck with some very peculiar coincidences. Six weeks ago, my friend, I saw you at the Rialto the night Lady Bowery's tiara was stolen from her room. That is so, is it not?"

	"But what about it?" countered Pellew woodenly. "You were there as well."

	Von Ravenheim ignored his question and went on. "Then, a hundred and more miles away, a fortnight ago last Tuesday, you bought some cigarettes in Clavering village about two hours before Clavering Court was burgled and Mrs. Hone's emerald necklace taken while the family were downstairs at dinner." He shook his head disapprovingly. "Oh, it was very foolish of you to have gone into the village at all. One of those stupid, petty mistakes which the most clever lawbreakers do sometimes make. No, no, it is no good your denying it, as I happened to see you myself." He tapped impressively with his fingers upon the table. "Now for a third coincidence. Last night at ten minutes past eleven you came out of number nine Beak street"—he paused significantly—"where a man by the name of Hans Schelling lives!"

	"Never heard of him!" said Pellew boldly, although his face had now taken on an ugly expression. "There are a dozen and more people with rooms and offices in that building, and the partly I was calling on has certainly no name like that."

	"Of course not," nodded von Ravenheim sarcastically. "I don't for a moment expect that he has. Still——" he spoke smoothly and most politely—"I would just mention to you that this Schelling is known personally to me as a gentleman with a shocking record in his own country, and"—he paused again—"as a skilful setter and un-setter of precious stones."

	A long silence followed, while von Ravenheim took out and lighted a cigarette. Pellew had set his face to that of an impenetrable mask.

	Von Ravenheim went on. "But we won't refer to those little matters any more, for, of course, they are nothing to do with me, and I'm not intending to interfere in any way." He smiled dryly. "I only mentioned them because if you know things about me it is, perhaps, just as well that you should realise I, also, know things about you." He laughed good-naturedly. "So we are quits! We are each of us quite aware the other is a bird of black feathers!"

	Pellew looked more at ease now, and with a grin, which was, however, a rather sheepish one, took a cigarette from the case which von Ravenheim held out to him.

	A short silence followed, and then von Ravenheim lowered his voice to a whisper again. "Now I have another commission for you, and I suggest it with no apologies, for I am sure you are a perfectly unscrupulous man. No, no, don't look offended, for it is a compliment I pay you. I have no scruples myself, and I judge your temperament to be not very unlike my own."

	"Well, what is it?" asked Pellew, for von Ravenheim had stopped speaking.

	"I want you—I want you," said von Ravenheim very slowly, "to get rid of two men."

	"Get rid of two men!" ejaculated Pellew. "What do you mean—kidnap them for you?"

	Von Ravenheim laughed. "No, nothing so clumsy or so difficult as that! Much simpler!" he spoke carelessly. "I want you to shoot them, stab them or strangle them, shooting them preferred, as that form of decease will arouse less resentment."

	"Certainly," smiled Pellew, with equal carelessness. "Who are they and what is the fee?"

	"The fee," said von Ravenheim, "will be £10,000, but who the parties are you will not be told until the last moment, it may not be for a few weeks or so." He eyed Pellew very intently. "All I want to know now is whether you are agreeable to accept the commission."

	Pellew regarded him very doubtfully. "But I've never taken on anything like that before. Getting hold of official secrets risks punishment enough, but shooting a man means murder; and I should be hanged if I was caught."

	"Who said you were necessarily to do it yourself?" asked von Ravenheim sharply. "You didn't steal that plan of the submarine! You bribed someone else to get it and made your profit above what you paid him. Well, bribe someone again! You must know the right party for the job! Remember, to get those fuses for us, a man had to be killed! That sentry was stabbed, either by you or the man you hired. Come, come now, you needn't pretend to be squeamish. It's only the risk which frightens you!"

	"Yes! the risk frightens me," admitted Pellew readily. "It is a big one." He considered. "In what class of life are these men? Are they private characters, or public men?"

	Von Ravenheim laughed scornfully. "Do you think I should be offering you £10,000 to get rid of a private individual? Why, a couple of hundred pounds or so would be all that it was worth! No, of course they're public men, and very important ones, too."

	Pellew looked astonished. "And you want them shot publicly."

	Von Ravenheim laughed again. "No, you big ninny, it would be done when they were quite alone. It'd be a country house job. They'd be caught both together one evening in a lonely part of the grounds, and if you took it on, personally, you could fire from behind some bushes. Two quick shots, which no one would hear, and you'd earn £10,000. Just think of it."

	"But if they're public men," said Pellew, "they're certain to be guarded!"

	"I don't think so." said von Ravenheim. "At any rate, it would only be by a plain-clothes man; and it'd be your business to dodge him. If you did it at night, too, he'd probably be in the kitchen having his supper."

	"When's it to be done?" asked Pellew.

	"I don't know myself, yet," replied von Ravenheim, "but one week-end when I find out they're together at this country house I have in my mind. At any rate, there are special reasons why it must be done before the middle of next month, somewhere about the twelfth."

	A long silence followed, and then Pellew asked. "And what security have I that you would keep your promise about the money?"

	"I will give you £3,000 down, directly I see you mean business," said von Ravenheim, "and the balance directly the men are dead. The £3,000 to remain yours whether you are successful or not."

	Pellew laughed. "And you can trust me with that £3,000?" he asked.

	Von Ravenheim considered for a few moments and then nodded his head. "I believe I can, for I don't think you would relish an anonymous communication being made about you to Scotland Yard. You certainly don't want interest awakened there."

	He became confidential. "You see, Mr. Pellew, in dangerous work like mine, I have to be something of a judge of character, and it was because of a certain reputation in that direction that I was commissioned to deal with you when you first approached us, alleging that you were in a position to sell valuable information. I formed a certain opinion of you then, and that opinion has been strengthened since."

	"Oh, you summed me up, did you?" asked Pellew trying to appear very amused.

	"Yes," nodded von Ravenheim, "and I considered you at once to be as you say you are, quite clever. Indeed, I thought that at some time or other in your life, you had perhaps been too clever and had to suffer for it, because you struck me as a man with a past. No, no, you needn't laugh. I am a judge of such matters."

	"You think you are," smiled Pellew.

	"Well, I ought to be," smiled back von Ravenheim, "for I've passed a third of my life behind prison walls." He laughed merrily. "Ah, I thought that would make you stare! But you'll be disappointed when I explain that it was only because my father happened to be governor of one of our prisons." He held Pellews eyes with his own. "And my experiences there incline me to think that you've been in prison, too, because when you are talking quietly, as you have been, for instance, just now you have the trick of speaking without moving your lips, just as prisoners do when they are together, but forbidden to talk to one another."

	"Anything else?" asked Pellew with a dry mouth and an amusement which was obviously forced.

	"Well, one thing more," said von Ravenheim very quietly, "just to make you realise it will pay you best to go straight with me. When you handed me the receipt for that awful sherry last week, you had just poured me out a glass of port, and on the back of the receipt you left a very clear imprint of your thumb and finger. So both these prints could be included in that anonymous letter to Scotland Yard and perhaps——No, no, leave that drawer alone. I've got two friends waiting outside for me in a car, and if I don't go back to them almost at once now they'll be coming in to see what's happened. Besides, I've got a little toy myself in my pocket and it's pointing direct at you. Ah, that's better! Sit back and have another cigarette. Now we'll continue this little business talk of ours."

	Some ten minutes later, when Pellew walked out of the warehouse door with his visitor, he looked up and down the lane for the car.

	But there was no car of any description to be seen in the street, and noting the puzzled expression upon his face, von Ravenheim chuckled in amusement.

	"They must have got tired of waiting," he smiled. He sobered down instantly. "No, my friend, I bring neither car nor companions when I come to see you, for the more unnoticed I am the better. I use the tube both ways." He waved his hand carelessly. "Good-bye. Mr."—he stressed the name slightly—"Pellew."

	"Good-bye. Herr"—Pellew also stressed the word ever so little—"Menns," and they parted with mutual grins, as if each quite understood the other.

	
II—The Coming of Larose

	THE following day was a Saturday, and no member of the firm of the Malaga Wine & Spirit Company went up to the city. Instead, until late afternoon, they were busy trying to find out what was wrong with the engine of their motor launch.

	There did not seem very much amiss, but still it was undoubtedly making unusual noises, which they feared might portend some major trouble later, perhaps when they were far out to sea. And trouble then they certainly did not want, for among their activities in anything that would earn easy money they smuggled in forbidden drugs.

	A London-bound tramp steamer was due shortly and would drop a buoyed parcel of cocaine for them, well off the North Foreland, and they would have to be in the vicinity to pick it up with as little delay as possible.

	As the day wore on, towards five o'clock, a fog began to creep from over seawards and accordingly they made all haste to return home. Fogs on the Denbigh marshes were never to be held lightly, as in many places, except in an exceedingly dry summer, the track to Marle House was always one to be negotiated with the greatest of care.

	Their evening meal over, they were discussing once again the proposition put to Pellew by his visitor of the previous day, when they were all brought quickly to their feet by the sound of a loud explosion somewhere out to sea.

	They ran outside on to the seawall and peered into the darkness; but the fog was now heavy and they could see nothing beyond twenty to thirty yards.

	"That's funny!" exclaimed Royne, the ex-paymaster. "It was quite different from a signal of distress and nothing like, either, the boom of a gun."

	They remained on the seawall for a few minutes and then, nothing more happening, returned into the house and resumed their interrupted conversation.

	An hour and longer went by and then, a faint breeze stirring, the fog began to lift and stars to show through the haze. It was then approaching high water and the small waves were beginning to lap not far from the seawall.

	Presently a black object could have been seen about a couple of hundred yards or so out to sea, gradually, however, drawing nearer and nearer to the shore. Then, anyone watching there, would have perceived the object to be a man. He was swimming on his back, very slowly and as if he were very tired.

	Presently he turned over, and apparently finding he was no longer out of his depth, sank on to his feet and began to wade laboriously towards the shore.

	He was quite a long time covering the last fifty yards; but, at length gaining the dry sand, he threw himself down as if in the extreme stages of exhaustion.

	For some minutes he lay where he was, but then the waves now beginning to lap round him, he struggled to his feet again and with unsteady steps mounted upon the seawall. Marle House was then not 20 yards from him and, against the faint starlight, its walls stood out as a deeper shadow of the night. He gasped in amazement; and a great thankfulness surged through him as he perceived there were lights streaming from two windows.

	Stumbling down the land side of the seawall, he made for the lighted window nearer to him, but his strength was not quite equal to the journey, and he sank down on to the ground when only a few yards away. He saw the window was open at the top and was about to call out for help, when what he heard made him stifle his cry.

	A man was speaking inside the room and his words came clearly and distinctly. "But after we've spied out the place where we are to go, and it comes to the actual shooting, then we'll all use our guns together, so that it can't be proved which of us killed them. With six shots between us, we ought to be quite certain of getting them both."

	Almost fainting with exhaustion as he was, the half-drowned man had yet strength enough to express his amazement. "Great Scot!" he murmured. "But who are these people here? Shooting and killing—what the devil does it mean?"

	Then suddenly, as if nerved to greater strength, he rose to his feet and, passing beyond the window, proceeded to walk slowly along the side of the house. He turned a corner and came upon a door.

	But a great weakness again seized him and he had just strength enough to kick twice upon the door before he collapsed in a dead faint on to the ground.

	The next thing he remembered was finding himself lying upon a bed, in a dimly lighted and almost bare room. He was wrapped in a blanket and could feel there was a hot-water bag at his feet and another against his heart. An elderly woman with a kind face was giving him something hot and fiery to drink out of a cup. Three men were standing behind her and, subconsciously, he noticed they did not look so friendly as the woman, and that their expressions, indeed, were frowning ones.

	"There, you'll be all right now," said the woman smilingly. "Do you feel quite warm?" and, too weak to speak, he nodded his thanks.

	Then one of the men came nearer and bent over him. "Who are you?" asked the man, "and how did you come to get there?" but he made no answer and just stared at his interrogator as if he did not understand.

	A second man moved up and laid his fingers upon his pulse. "He's not strong enough yet to talk," he said. "His pulse is still very thready and poor. We shan't get anything out of him to-night. He'll have to have some sleep first," and after a few moments the three men left the room.

	"Now, you're quite comfortable," said the woman, "and can go off to sleep. I'll leave the light burning and will come in every now and then to see if you are all right. So don't you be worrying about anything."

	The man upon the bed had been quite correct in his subconscious idea that the three men had not been too pleased to see him lying there, and he would have realised it most fully could he but have overheard what they were now saying among themselves.

	"A confounded nuisance," scowled Pellew. "We ought to have let him croak."

	"And he'd have croaked easily enough," nodded Rising, the one-time medical practitioner, "if we had only left him for half an hour where we found him. He had no pulse at all." He shook his head. "Still, with this damned woman about, we couldn't have let him die. Curse her and her first aid."

	Royne shook his head. "But it wouldn't have done to have had the body of a dead man found anywhere near here. It would have meant an inquest and all that. Then if any of us had had to give evidence about finding the body, the devil only knows what might have happened. Our photographs might even have appeared in the newspapers."

	"But do you imagine I meant we should have left the body at our very front door?" queried Pellew, sarcastically. "Couldn't we have carried it half a mile or so away?"

	"But that would have been risky," commented Royne. "We might easily have been seen as the fog's practically all gone now."

	"Another thing," supplemented Rising. "Wherever he'd been found, when they came to make the post mortem it would have been seen he had not been drowned, as there would have been no water in his lungs. Then that in itself would have aroused a lot of interest. Can you imagine the newspapers with headlines. 'Unfortunate man swims ashore, but escapes drowning only to die of exposure!' A-ah—" his arm shot out in his agitation—"perhaps that explosion we heard had something to do with his coming here! I never thought of that." He looked uneasy. "Damnation, we may have publicity forced upon us, in spite of all we can do."

	The next morning Royne and Rising were still asleep when Pellew burst into their room.

	"Here, you fellows," he burst out excitedly, but for all that speaking in low tones. "Look what I've just found on the sands. This jacket and, inside it, this paper." He made a grimace of some amusement. "Our friend, whom we saved last night, and who is now eating bacon and eggs, is a ticket-of-leave man. See, the paper is not very clear because of these oil marks, and the salt water, but it's a ticket-of-leave licence, sure enough, and his name is Bracegirdle, or something like that." He nodded grimly. "I'm going to have a talk with the gentleman straight away."

	Gilbert Larose, the one-time international detective, for the nearly-drowned man was he, had passed quite a good night, and, except that he was feeling very stiff and that his eyes were inflamed and sore from the salt water, was very much his strong, vigorous self again.

	Going over in his mind all that had happened the previous night, he was of opinion he was a very fortunate man for, until he had turned over from his back when within a hundred yards of the shore, he had not had the remotest idea whether he was close to land or half a dozen miles away from it. He had been quite aware, however, that he could not keep himself afloat much longer.

	He had left Great Yarmouth the previous morning, in the motor boat Annette, belonging to his wife's cousin, in company with Kenneth Bracegirdle, the ex-convict.

	All had gone well with them until they were close to the South-West Gunfleet buoy, in the King's Channel, and making for the River Crouch. Then a thick fog had suddenly descended upon them, blotting out all view of everything beyond a few yards, and he had thought it best to anchor, hoping that in a few minutes the fog would disappear as quickly as it had come.

	He had sent the man down into the cabin to prepare a meal and was sitting on the bow of the boat with his legs dangling over the side, idly watching the sullen-looking water streaming by.

	Then he did not know exactly what happened, but he found himself suddenly struggling in the sea, with his head spinning like a top and a feeling that his eardrums were going to burst. He had a confused recollection of having heard a most tremendous clap of thunder.

	His thoughts, however, soon began to take definite shape and, perceiving that the surface of the sea was covered with oil, he realised there must have been an explosion on the boat. Then, seeing no pieces of floating wreckage anywhere about, he knew the boat must have sunk like a stone and taken his companion down with it.

	He turned over on to his back and allowed himself to drift with the tide.

	All that followed afterwards was like a dreadful dream. He felt so stunned and giddy that his brain would not function properly, but he thought he must have been drifting for hours and hours, with each minute the sea becoming colder and colder and his finding it more and more difficult to keep himself from going under.

	Then he remembered at last reaching the shore and throwing himself down in exhaustion. He thought he must have fainted. Next, he remembered, and, strangely enough, his recollection was very clear there, sitting under a window and hearing someone say they must all shoot together, so that no one would know whose bullets had actually killed two men.

	This remark stood out most clear-cut in his mind, and his professional instincts returning, he began to dwell upon the situation, turning it over and over in his mind, in his waking moments during the night.

	The men in this house, he told himself, were planning cold-blooded murder. So, naturally, they had not been pleased that a stranger had been suddenly thrust among them, and he could quite understand why they had been regarding him with such unfriendly eyes as they had stood round the bed.

	He had sensed instinctively then that it had been only the woman who had had any sympathy with him in his half-dead condition.

	The next morning, with his strength coming back and his perceptions now perfectly clear, he slowly formed the resolve to find out what this talk about shooting signified. It would be just such an adventure as he would love; and the more risk he ran the greater the thrill he would get out of it.

	In one sense, things could not be more fortunate. He was sure the motor boat had been dragged to the bottom by its heavy engine, and so, many days might elapse before it was reported missing. He was supposed to have gone for a fortnight's cruise round the west coast, and, therefore, no anxiety would be felt by his family if they did not hear from him at once. Besides, he would certainly find some means of soon communicating with his wife and letting her know that all was well with him.

	Yes, by hook or by crook he must remain in this house to find out what he could!

	So, as he ate the breakfast the woman had brought in to him, he was busy formulating plans and thinking what story he would tell the men when they came in to question him, as, of course, they would soon do.

	He had just finished his meal and was sitting up in bed, still wrapped in a blanket, when Pellew entered the room, carrying a coat, which, however, he held behind him.

	"Hullo!" said Pellew, "and do you feel all right now?"

	Larose's heart gave a great bump, for he recognised the voice as being that of the man whose remark he had overheard when sitting under the window.

	"Yes, thank you," he replied a little shakily, "and I'm very grateful to you."

	Pellew eyed him with a frown. "Who are you and what happened?" he asked sharply.

	"Explosion on a motor boat," replied Larose slowly. "She sank and I swam ashore. I was swimming for hours."

	"Where abouts were you?" asked Pellew.

	Larose seemed uncertain. "Somewhere near the Gunfleet buoy," he said. "We had anchored when the fog came down."

	"What boat was it?" was the next question.

	For a moment Larose hesitated, but then, not knowing if any wreckage had, after all, been washed ashore, he thought it best to speak the truth. "Motor-boat Annette," he replied. "She belonged to Mr. Harding, of King's Lynn."

	"Was he on board?" asked Pellew.

	"Yes, he was there. We were there together."

	"What became of him?"

	Larose shook his head. "He must have been drowned. He was in the cabin and the boat sank at once. The engine must have dragged her down. I called out when I was in the water, but he didn't answer and everything had disappeared."

	"Were you the mechanic?"

	"Yes, I worked for him."

	"What's your name?"

	Larose hesitated. Then he turned his eyes away and looked out of the window. "Henry," he said. "Henry Wood."

	Instantly then Pellew thrust forward the coat he had all along been keeping out of sight, and asked with a note of sternness in his tone. "Is this yours?"

	Larose looked hard at the coat and took a long time to answer, for in a lightning flash of thought he had somehow been put upon his guard. The question had been asked most deliberately, and his interrogator was now regarding him queerly out of half-closed eyes.

	"Y-e-s," he replied, and then he added feebly. "No-o, I'm not quite sure!"

	Always a quick-tempered man, and easily roused, Pellew burst out angrily, "Nonsense, of course, you know it's yours and you are lying to me about your name, too. You are—" he whipped the ticket-of-leave licence from one of the pockets of the coat and scrutinised it with puckered eyes—"you are something Bracegirdle, ah, I have it, Kenneth Bracegirdle. That's who you are!"

	Larose would have liked to have chuckled. Here was he, determined to find out all he could about these men whom he believed to be crooks, and now this one was playing into his hands. As crooks themselves, they would be less likely to be suspicious of a man who had himself been in prison.

	So, blinking hard in apparent confusion at being found out, but at the same time a little defiantly, he said with more strength than he had hitherto shown. "Yes, that's me. I've just done a stretch."

	"What for?" snapped Pellew.

	"Burglary!" said Larose laconically, "I got ten years."

	"Ten years for burglary!" exclaimed Pellew. His eyes glinted. "Then if you got ten years for that it means that you were carrying a gun with you!"

	Larose nodded. "Yes, I was." He spoke boldly. "But no one has anything against me now. I've done my time and it's all over and done with. I was released on ticket, as you've found out, and I intend to go straight"—as a cunning look came into his eyes—"if the damned police let me alone and don't interfere with me."

	"You say you are a motor mechanic?" said Pellew thoughtfully. "Then are you any good at your work?"
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