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I. THE GIRL FROM SACRAMENTO

DR. ARNOLD EVERSHAM sat at his broad writing-table, his head resting on one long white hand, the other laid upon the open book beneath the table lamp. There was no other light in the room, but the lemon-coloured walls of his study glowed in the reflected rays that were thrown from the white blotting-pad to the ceiling and back again. The room was simply furnished; a deep-blue carpet covered the centre of the parquet floor, and across one wall stretched a dwarf book-case of dark wood; a chintz-covered davenport, a big arm-chair drawn up by the flower-filled fire-place, two other chairs and the writing-table constituted the bulk. A few Medici prints in dark frames hung on the walls–a Corot, a Terbosche, a Van Mere, and da Vinci’s Mona Lisa.

He looked up as somebody knocked softly on the door, and, so looking, his brows met. He was a particularly good-looking man of fifty-five, slightly grey at the temples. His thin, intellectual face showed none of the tell-tale markings that characterise men of his years, and his grave, deep-set eyes held all the sparkle and fire of youth.

“Come in,” he said.

A serving-maid in grey livery came silently into the room.

“There is a young lady to see you, sir.”

He took the card from the silver plate she carried, and read the name.

“Miss Gwendda Guildford… Sacramento,” he read, and looked up.

“Will you show the lady in, please?” he asked.

As the door closed on the servant he looked at the card again, and his lips moved as he read the name.

The girl who followed the maid into the room was at first sight a child, with all a child’s slimness and natural grace of carriage. She stood, her hand at the door, and he had time to distinguish her face in the semi-gloom. The illusion of extreme youth was not disturbed by the scrutiny, only, as, mechanically, he pressed the governor switch on his desk, and the concealed cornice light came on, filling the room with a strange sunlight glow, he saw that she was older than he had thought. The fine red lips were firmer, and the eyes that met his had a decision and a character which instantly changed his conception of her.

“Won’t you sit down, Miss Guildford… You have just arrived in London?”

“I arrived tonight, doctor, and I took the chance of your being in. I’m fortunate.”

Her voice had the sweet, low quality of the well-bred, excellently tutored college woman, and he nodded as though in approval of his first judgment. He walked leisurely to the fire-place, twisted the big chair, and pushed it towards her.

“And I feel that you have come to see me about your uncle, Mr. Trevors. I placed you the moment you came into the room. I think I must have remembered your name: did you write to me? I see that you didn’t… now, where have I heard it, and how do I know that Oscar Trevors was your uncle?”

He pursed his lips thoughtfully, and then his face cleared.

“The newspapers, of course!” he said. “There was a story about him in a Californian paper, and I saw your picture. You were a very little girl then.”

She smiled faintly. She could afford to smile, for she was relieved. She had been puzzled as to how she was to approach the great alienist, what excuse to offer for the extraordinary character of her mission, or in what way she could enlist his help. Doctors were notoriously reticent personages, and though she was Oscar Trevors’s sole relative, the relationship was all the more remote because she had never seen him though once they had been regular correspondents. But the brief smile that dawned and faded so responsively to hers gave her the courage and confidence she had needed.

“I don’t know how to begin,” she said haltingly. “I have so many protests of disinterestedness to make–and yet I’m not wholly disinterested, am I? If–if my uncle’s money comes to me–I mean, I am his heiress. And suppose that if I protested ever so violently that that part of it wasn’t–didn’t––”

She stopped breathlessly, and again she saw the quiet amusement in his eyes and felt comforted.

“I’ll believe that you are disinterested, Miss Guildford… and curious! I confess to something of that weakness myself. I am intensely curious about Oscar Trevors, whenever I have time to think about him. And at least I am disinterested.”

“I’ve got it now,” she interrupted almost brusquely. “I’d better start off by telling you that I am on the staff of the Sacramento Herald–I’m a–well, a reporter. Mr. Mailing, the editor, was a friend of my father’s, and after I left college and poor daddy died, he found a place for me. I’ve been moderately successful, especially with society stuff… Oh yes, we’ve a very exclusive society in Sacramento, so please don’t smile.”

“I’m not smiling at the possibility of there being social life in Sacramento,” he said, “though I’m ready to smile at the idea that there shouldn’t be. There is cream in the milk of London–why should I laugh at the suggestion that the milk of Sacramento is not altogether creamless? No, I was thinking how curiously unlike my ideas of a reporter you are. That is an impertinence––”

“It isn’t,” she said ruefully. “I look horribly unsophisticated, and I suppose I am. But that is another story, Dr. Eversham. To take a very short cut to the object of my visit, the Herald have paid my expenses to Europe to find Oscar Trevors.”

“And when you find him, what then?” asked the man, his eyes twinkling.

There was an awkward silence.

“I don’t know,” she confessed. “If I find him in the circumstances I fear, there will be a great story. If not, my story will end a little flatly–if he is alive.”

The doctor nodded.

“He is alive, I am convinced of that,” he said. “He is also mad, I am equally satisfied.”

“Mad?” Her eyes opened wide. “You don’t mean that he is really insane?”

He nodded, so deliberately, yet so emphatically, that it almost seemed as though he were bowing.

“If he is not insane,” he said, choosing his words with great care, “then there is a state on this earth, a powerful government, of which the world knows nothing. The Kingdom of Bonginda–and Oscar Trevors is its king!”




II. THE LETTER

TWO YEARS before, Oscar Trevors had come to him, a man on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Arnold Eversham, an acknowledged authority on nervous disorders, and the author of the standard text-book on mental diseases–his work, Pathology of Imagination, made him famous at the age of twenty-five–had seen and prescribed for him. A week after his visit to Harley Street, Oscar Trevors had vanished. Six months later, a letter was received by a firm of lawyers that acted for him in New York, instructing them to sell some property. Simultaneously there came a letter to his bankers, instructing them to forward his half-yearly income to two banks, the Kantonal Bank of Berne in Switzerland, and the Credit Monogasque at Monte Carlo.

Trevors was in the peculiar position that he had inherited from his grandfather a life interest in property which was administered by a board of trustees. His income amounted to £400,000 a year, payable every six months, any balance above that sum being placed to a reserve. Every half-year thereafter came almost identical instructions from the missing man. Sometimes the letter was posted from Paris, sometimes from Vienna; once it had borne the postmark of Damascus. This went on for a few years, and then the trustees refused payment on the grounds that they were not satisfied that Oscar Trevors was alive.

That he was both lively and vicious they were to discover. An action, supported by affidavits innumerable, was entered on Trevors’s behalf, and the trustees, advised that they might be liable to heavy damages, capitulated. Every six months thereafter had come his receipt for the moneys sent, and accompanying this document, more often than not, was a pleasant and discursive letter dealing with the land in which he was living.

The girl was staring at the doctor, bewildered.

“The King of Bonginda?” she repeated. “Is there such a place?”

He walked to the book-shelf, took down a volume, and, moving back to the table, opened and turned the leaves.

“There is only one Bonginda,” he said, pointing. “It is a small town situated on a tributary of the Congo River–in Central Africa.”

There was a dead silence, which the doctor broke.

“This is the first you have heard of Bonginda?”

She nodded.

“I hadn’t heard of it,” said the doctor, “until your uncle called on me one day. He was a stranger to me and had apparently been sent by the hotel doctor, who knew that I had some success with neurasthenic cases. I saw him three times in all, and I felt he was improving under my treatment. But on the third and last visit a strange thing happened. Just as he was leaving this very room, he turned.

“‘Good-bye, doctor,’ he said. ‘I am going to resume my place in the Councils of Bonginda.’

“I thought for a moment that he was referring to some society conducted on masonic lines, but his next words removed that impression.

“‘Beware of the King of Bonginda!’ he said solemnly. ‘I, who am his heir, warn you!’”

Gwendda Guildford’s mouth was an O of astonishment.

“But how extraordinary!… King of Bonginda! I have never heard that before!”

The kindly eyes of the doctor were smiling.

“You are the first person with any authority to ask who has ever interviewed me on the subject,” he said. “The American Embassy put through a few perfunctory inquiries five years ago, but beyond that I have never been consulted.”

The girl sat looking down at the carpet, her pretty face the picture of perplexity. Suddenly she opened the bag on her lap and took out a letter.

“Will you read that, doctor?” she asked, and Arnold Eversham took the note from her hand.

“This is in Trevors’s handwriting,” he said immediately, and read:

Dear Gwendda,

Do you remember how we played Pollywogs when you were living at 2758 Sunset Avenue? Dear, I’m very happy. Please don’t worry; I’m kept busy. When I have locked my office I feel like a released prisoner. My house, which is very quiet, is quite near Longchamps away from the railroad. I have a lovely room with a western view. Tell mother, who I know will he interested, Franklin stayed here. I will stop now, for I’m weary, which is Nature’s payment. I’ll notify any change of address. Have the police made inquiries about me at your home? I ask because they did once.

Your loving uncle, O. Trevors.

The doctor handed the letter back.


“A somewhat incoherent document,” he said. “I see it was posted in Paris three months ago. What were Pollywogs? That he remembered your address is remarkable–”

“There is no such address, and I have no mother,” interrupted the girl, and, rising, laid the letter on the table. “Pollywogs was a game of cipher writing I played with him when I was a child, and 2758 is the key. Here is the letter he sent.”

She underlined certain words in the letter with a pencil taken from the doctor’s table.

“The second, seventh, fifth and eight words make the real message. The first word is ‘I’m’, and it reads:

“I’m kept locked prisoner house near railroad western. Tell Franklin stop payment notify police at once.”




III. THE TRAILER

EVERSHAM frowned down at the letter, and in the intense silence which followed the musical tick of the little French clock on the mantelpiece came distinctly to the girl’s ears.

“Amazing!” he said at last. “Now what is the meaning of that? Have you seen the police?”

She shook her head.

“I came to you because I thought I would find you at home. Mr. Joyner’s office was closed.”

“Mr. Joyner?”

“He is an American lawyer with a large practice in London,” explained Gwendda, and only for a second did the doctor’s lips twitch.

“You don’t mean Mr. Joyner of the Trust Buildings?” he asked, and seeing that she did, he went on quickly: “I have an office in the Trust Buildings, on the same floor as Mr. Joyner’s; and whilst I can’t say that I know him personally, it is a revelation to learn that he is a great American lawyer. Of course, he may be,” he added hastily, when he saw the look of concern on her face. “The Trust Buildings are filled with professional men who gain mysterious livelihoods, and Mr. Joyner may be an immensely busy man for all I know.” He took up the letter again. “You are showing this to Mr. Joyner, of course? Do you know him?”

She shook her head.

“His uncle is the proprietor of the Herald” she said. “It was he who recommended me to go to Mr. Joyner.”

“I hope he will be successful,” said the doctor, and there was a note of dryness in his voice which she did not fail to appreciate. “May I take a copy of this?” he asked, and she nodded.

He wrote quickly on a large sheet of blue paper, and when he had finished, blotted the copy and handed the original back to her, he smiled again.

“I am something of a detective myself,” he said, “and, perhaps, if the police fail to locate Mr. Trevors, I may be of some assistance to you. It is an amazing suggestion that a man should be locked up somewhere in Europe, presumably in France, for the reference to the Western line seems to indicate that country, and the letter was obviously posted in Paris. It upsets my original theory pretty badly.”

He walked with her to the door, and, in spite of her protests, insisted upon escorting her back to her hotel.

Harley Street is a quiet thoroughfare at this time of the night; and with the exception of a few wandering taxis and a car with bright headlamps, which stood outside a house three doors from the doctor’s, there was nothing in sight when the cab he hailed came up to the sidewalk. No sooner did the cab pull away, however, than the car with the brilliant lights began to move slowly. The lights were now dimmed to the regulation brightness, and though it was obviously a powerful machine, it made no effort to overtake the cab.

Turning into Oxford Street, the doctor looked back through the window, and, observing this unusual proceeding, the girl said quickly:

“Are we being followed?”

“Why do you ask that?” he demanded.

“Because I have had a feeling, since I landed at Southampton, that I have been watched,” she said. “It is nerves, probably, and very stupid, but I can’t escape that feeling.”

Dr. Eversham made no reply. He, too, shared her suspicion; and when the cab was bowling down the Haymarket, the suspicion became a certainty. He looked back again: the car was a dozen yards behind and moving slowly. It was a big American car, with a high radiator, and in the light of a street standard he saw that it was painted green.

The taxi turned and stopped before the entrance to the Chatterton, and the doctor assisted the girl to alight. As he did so, he glanced back. The green car had passed and come to a halt at the corner of Cockspur Street. Its hood was up and curtained, though the night was fine–indeed, almost sultry.

Bidding the girl an abrupt good night, he crossed the road rapidly in the direction of the machine, and, as he did so, the green car shot forward at a rapid rate, and by the time the doctor had come to where it stood he saw only the red tail-lights disappearing in the direction of the National Gallery.

Turning, he walked thoughtfully up the hill towards Piccadilly Circus, his mind intent upon the interview and its strange sequel. Who could be trailing them? And with what object?

At the end of the Haymarket a few lines on a newspaper bill caught his eye:

THE TERROR AT LARGE AGAIN

He bought a paper, and, stepping into the brightly-lit Tube station, he turned the pages and found the story.

“After three months’ inactivity, the Terror is at large again. He was seen last night in the neighbourhood of Southampton. The country is terrorised. Mr. Morden, a farmer near Eastleigh, gives the following account of his meeting with this ruthless and indiscriminate murderer.

“‘About half past ten last night,’ he said, speaking to a Standard man, ‘I heard the dogs barking near the cowshed, and went out with a storm lantern and my gun, thinking that a fox had broken into the poultry-yard. Just as I crossed the court, I heard a terrific yelp, and ran toward the sound, which came from the kennel where one of my best dogs was chained. I soon discovered the cause. The dog was dead; his skull had been beaten in by a stake. I put up both hammers of the gun, and released the second dog, who immediately darted off towards the pastures, with me at his heels. It was a fairly bright night, and as I crossed the stile I saw the Terror distinctly. He was a man of about six foot three in height, and, except for a pair of light-coloured trousers, he wore no clothes, being bare from the waist upwards. I have never seen a more powerful-looking man in my life; he was a giant compared with me. He struck at the dog and missed him, and old Jack came yelping back to me, and I could see he was scared. I put up my gun and called on the man to surrender. He stood stockstill, and thinking I had got him, I walked slowly towards him, my gun covering him. Then I saw his face. It was the most horrible-looking face I could imagine: a broad nose like a negro’s, a big mouth that seemed to stretch from ear to ear, and practically no forehead. I could hear my men coming after me, and I got closer than I should have done. Suddenly he struck at me with a stick, and the gun flew from my hand, both cartridges exploding as it did so. I thought it was my finish, for I had no other weapon, and as he brought up the big stake in both of his powerful hands I stood paralysed with fear. Then, for some reason, he changed his mind, and flew, at a speed which is incredible, across the fields towards the Highton Road.’

“It is remarkable,” the newspaper went on, “that the police have not succeeded in tracking down this fearful menace to the security of the people. In the past three years six murders have been credited to this unknown savage, who seems to roam at will from one end of the country to the other and defy the efforts of the cleverest police officers to put an end to his activities.”

There followed a list of the victims of the Terror.

The doctor folded up the paper and handed it to a grateful newsboy. On the whole, he thought, it was hardly advisable to walk home as he had intended.

He called a taxi. Half-way home, his mind occupied by the arrival of the American girl and the strangeness of her quest, some instinct of danger roused him to wakefulness. He looked back through the window of the hood. A dozen yards in the rear the green car was trailing him.




IV. THE MAN AT THE DOOR

THE FULL MOON was riding in the sky, and the night was close, oppressive. Wrapped in a light dressing-gown, Gwendda sat at the window of her darkened room, looking out over Pall Mall, her mind intent upon the problems which faced her. She had started well, she thought. She liked the doctor; there was something very human, very kindly, about him. She was impressed by the suggestion of his capability, the latent strength in him, and felt that here at least she had made one powerful ally. Nevertheless, there was cause for uneasiness. Who had followed them? Who was sufficiently interested in her movements to shadow her? Perhaps the doctor was mistaken, and the appearance of the car behind them was a coincidence which might easily be accounted for, and had some simple explanation.

She was very wide awake, although she had risen early that morning and had been on deck long before the big liner had come within sight of the English coast. Turning on the light, she took up the English newspapers which had been brought to her room, and examined them with professional interest. They seemed singularly dull compared with the Press with which she was so much better acquainted.

And then a headline caught her eye, and she read the story of the Terror. And, reading, she shivered. There was something in the account of this sinister apparition that seemed especially terrifying to her.

She put down the paper hastily, and, opening her trunk, sought for more sedate reading. Locking the door, she slipped off her dressing-gown and got into bed, and for an hour tried vainly to concentrate her mind upon her book. A church clock was striking one when she finally gave up the attempt, and, putting the book on the bedside table, switched out the light and composed herself for sleep. The half-hour struck, then two boomed forth, and then she must have dozed. In her dreams she heard three chime, and was instantly wide awake. It was not the sound of the clock striking that had awakened her: it was the consciousness of peril.

She sat up in bed and listened, but for a time heard nothing. Then there came to her the sound of deep, irregular breathing.

It did not come from within the room, but from the corridor without. She was out of bed in an instant and went towards the door. She heard it again–an indescribable sound. Perhaps it was somebody who had been taken ill?

She put her hand on the knob of the door, and, as she did so, she almost swooned, for the knob turned slowly in her hand. Whoever it was outside the door was trying to get into the room! For a second she stood breathless, leaning against the wall, her heart thumping painfully, then:

“Who’s there?” she whispered.

The answer was unexpected. Some huge body was suddenly flung at the panel, and she felt it sag under the weight. She stood, paralysed with fear, and then a hollow voice came to her through the keyhole.

“Open the door, you devil! It is the King of Bonginda–obey!”

The voice was a harsh, slurred growl of sound. And then she realised, and all the blood left her face. The Terror! This uncouth thing that haunted the countryside, this huge, obscene shape!

Was she in the throes of some fearful nightmare? Again came the strain at the door, and she looked round wildly for a way of escape. The window was open, but there was no way to safety. Even as she looked, there came the second shock. She saw a hand reach up from the darkness and grip the window-sill; and while she stood, incapable of movement, a head appeared. The moonlight showed a glistening bald pate, and, as the intruder turned his head, two white discs of light gleamed from his eyes. In another second he was in the room.




V. MR. LOCKS

GWENDDA did not scream; she did not faint. Looking about her with a courage which she had never suspected in herself, she put out her hand and switched on the light. At least the intruder was human. He was a tall, loose-framed man, above middle age, with a long, lined face and a thin, pendulous nose. His jaw dropped at the sight of her, and he stared in amazement.

“They told me this room was empty!” he blurted, and then, quickly: “I hope I haven’t scared you, miss. Jumping Moses! I didn’t mean to scare you!”

She shrank back towards the bed, and looked at the door in horror. His quick eyes followed the glance, and as he saw the handle turn, a look of relief came into his face.

“Somebody trying to get in, miss?” he whispered eagerly.

There was no need for her to reply. Again the door bulged under the pressure of some huge body, and the intruder’s eyes narrowed.

“What is it?” he whispered.

She did not ask him why he was there, or what was the meaning of his extraordinary method of ingress. She knew that, whatever he was, this bald- headed man with a long face was no enemy of hers, and had no designs against her.

“It is… I don’t know… I don’t know. I think it is the Terror!” she breathed.

His mouth opened in amazement.

“The Terror?” he repeated incredulously.

He put his hand in his pocket, and when she saw the squat, ugly revolver he brought forth her relief was so great that she could have fallen on his neck.

Stealthily he moved towards the door and listened, his finger and thumb on the key. Then, with a quick turn of the wrist, he flung the door open and stood back. Nobody was there. He stepped into the dimly lit corridor. It was empty.

He came back to the room, rubbing his bald head irritably.

“Quick mover, that fellow,” he said, closing the door, and, to her amazement, locking it.

“Thank you. I am very grateful to you,” she said. She had managed to put on her dressing-gown during his brief absence in the corridor. “Will you go, please?”

“I’m sorry I scared you, miss,” said the bald stranger apologetically. “But if you don’t mind, I’ll stay a little longer. The night detective may have heard that noise, and he’ll be loafing around.”

Who he was, she did not even trouble to guess. Her mind was in such a state of turmoil that clear thinking was impossible. She accepted this visitor from the night as only a less remarkable phenomenon than the terrible animal man who had tried to get into her room.

“My name’s Locks, but you needn’t mention the fact, he said. “Commonly called Goldy Locks. I’m relying on your discretion, young” lady, and I apologise again. Though I’m not a ladies’ man, I’ve never given offence to the fair sex–by which I mean women. I never understood where they got that fair sex from, for some of them are dark. And as for being fair in other ways–well, they’re not. A woman hasn’t any sense of justice–her idea of a fair half would drive a mathematician to his grave. You never read Boswell’s Life of Johnson, miss?”

She shook her head, bewIldered, almost hysterically amused.

“That’s a good book,” said Goldy Locks, with as much complacence as though he were its author. “So is Wesley’s Life of St. John. Theology is my long suit. I was intended for the Church.”

“Will you please go?” she faltered. “I’m very grateful to you for coming at this moment, but… I want you to go.”

He did not answer, but looked out of the window again, and then opened a long cupboard in the wall. Evidently he knew the Chatterton Hotel. Hanging on a peg was a long coil of rope, and she dimly remembered that, in going out of the room, the chambermaid “had mentioned something about an emergency escape in case of fire. He lifted the rope from the peg, deftly knotted one end to the bedstead, and dropped the loose coil from the window. And then, with a little nod, he got astride of the sill.

“Would you be kind enough to pull it up when I’m through?” he asked apologetically. “I’m only going as far as the balcony of the first floor. And if you would be good enough to coil it up and put it back in the cupboard, and not to mention the fact that you’ve seen me, I should be very much obliged, miss.”

Almost mechanically she carried out his instructions.

The sun was shining full on her face when the chambermaid knocked. She got out of bed hastily and opened the door.

“I hope you slept well, miss?” said the maid conventionally, as she bustled into the bathroom and turned on the faucets.

“No, I haven’t slept very well.”

“You didn’t hear any disturbance in the night, miss?”

Gwendda did not answer.

“I mean, you didn’t hear anybody walking about? There have been terrible happenings in the hotel,” said the garrulous girl. “The Duchess of Leaport has lost all her diamonds. An hotel thief got into her room about two, and made his escape along the parapet. They think it’s a man who must have been hiding in the hotel. I suppose you’ve lost nothing, miss?” “Nothing,” said Gwendda, finding her voice. When the maid had gone, she got up and locked the door. From beneath her pillow she took the squat, bulldog revolver that Goldy Locks had left, and packed it away in her trunk. She was astonished to discover that she had a very kindly feeling for hotel thieves.




VI. MR. SELBY LOWE

SELBY LOWE came leisurely down the broad, shallow steps of his club in Pall Mall, buttoning a spotless yellow glove as he moved. A tall man under thirty, with a dark complexion and insolent brown eyes that stared irritatingly on the slightest provocation, his upper lip was covered with a small black moustache. His chin was rounded like a woman’s, and there was a deceptive petulance in the shape and set of his mouth that emphasised the femininity.

The young American who waited on the opposite sidewalk chuckled, delighted, for Sel Lowe’s immaculateness was a never-ceasing cause of joy. And this morning his raiment was unusually beautiful. His long-tailed morning-coat fitted perfectly, the grey suede waistcoat, the white “slip”, the geometrically creased trousers, the enamelled shoes and faultless top-hat, were as they came from the makers.

Selby looked up and down Pall Mall, shifted his ebony walking-stick from his armpit to his hand, and stepped daintily into the roadway.

“I thought you hadn’t seen me, and I was wondering whether I’d be arrested for shouting,” said Bill Joyner. “My! You’re all dolled up this morning, Sel–what is happening, a wedding?”

Selby Lowe did not answer, but, screwing a gold-rimmed monocle into his eye, he fell into step with his companion. Presently:

“Ascot, old top,” he said laconically. “You weren’t up when I left the house.”

Bill Joyner looked round.

“I never knew that you played the races,” he said in surprise.

“I don’t–by the way, we never say ‘played the races’ here; we say ‘go racing’. No, I’m not betting, and I hate going out of London even for six hours, but the Jam Sahib of Komanpour is at Ascot today–he’s the big noise on the North-West frontier–and my job is to see that nobody borrows his family pearls. He wears a million dollars’ worth by day, and by night he’d make Tiffany’s look like a Woolworth store–correct me if my illustrations are wrong, dear old thing. America is a strange land to me, and I’ve got my education from the coloured pages of the Sunday supplements. And here is the miserable Mr. Timms.”

The miserable Mr. Timms was crossing the road to intercept them. Even had not Bill Joyner known him, he would have guessed his vocation, for Inspector Timms was so patently a police-officer that nothing would have disguised him.

“I say, Lowe, they’ve seen that Terror again! Tried to break into the house of Judge Warren, the county court judge.”

All Mr. Lowe’s elaborate boredom fell from him like a cloak.

“When?” he asked quickly.

“Early the night before last. The Judge only reported it late last evening. I tried to ‘phone you–but you were out. The local police have been on his track, but they’ve found nothing. Only car-tracks… Mendip wheels and oil leakage showing the car must have been left standing for some time.”

“Did the Judge see him?”

Timms pursed his lips.

“He says he did, but I guess the old man was scared, and imagined a lot of it. He was going to bed, and was, in fact, in his pyjamas. The night was warm, and one of the windows of his bedroom was open. He pushed open the other and looked out. There was a full moon, and he says that it was almost as light as day; and there, within a foot of him, he saw the Thing. Stripped to the waist and its face turned up to him… climbing up the ivy. The Judge says he nearly dropped with the shock, and that sounds true. And he gave the same description as the other people have given. Head close-cropped, broad, white-nigger face, big mouth and little eyes, no forehead, and arms… ! The Judge says they weren’t human. More like the size of legs, all muscled up–”

“What did the Judge do?” asked Joyner, a fascinated audience.

“Picked up a water ewer from a washstand, and smashed it down on the face… But, of course, the Thing dropped like a cat. He stood on the lawn and shook his fist at the window.”

“Did he say anything?” asked Selby quickly.

“The usual stuff about the Judge being a traitor to Bonginda. He was half-way across the lawn before the old man could get his gun.”

Selby was stroking his little moustache abstractedly.

“Judge Warren… where does he live?” he asked.

“Taddington Close–near Winchester,” replied Timms. “That’s practically the first public man the Thing has attacked. It only shows–”

“Where does the Judge sit–at Winchester?”

Timms nodded.

“And the marks of the car wheels–as usual,” Selby Lowe went on thoughtfully, “and the usual talk about Bonginda. Humph! Thank you, Mr. Timms. I suppose you’ve put some men to guard the Judge?”

“Three,” said Timms, “though I don’t expect he will be troubled again.”

“No, I don’t expect he will,” said Selby absently, “not if… but it is highly complicated, my dear old Timms, and my defective intellect grapples hopelessly with a problem which must be very simple to you.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” said the gratified Timms. “Of course, it is clear that this is a corroboration of the Eastleigh farmer’s story–Eastleigh is only about fifteen miles from Winchester.”

“Wonderful!” breathed the beaming Selby. “The coincidence would never have occurred to me. Most amazing mind you’ve got, Timms! Good morning.”

They walked in silence until they came within sight of the big Trust Buildings.

“Bill,” said Selby suddenly, “this uncleanly aborigine–I am not referring to the pathetic Mr. Timms, but to Judge Warren’s visitor–is getting on my nerves. An ordinary thug is neither spectacular nor alarming. But a seventy-two inch assassin of large proportions, who travels the country in a costly car, and who appears now in the north, now in the south, and always has a definite objective, is both abnormal and unnatural. I want to catch that man pretty badly, and I want an excuse. For the moment it doesn’t belong to my department, because I only deal with foreign crooks, passport forgers, missing millionaires and other undesirables that come within the purview of the Foreign Office, whose jolly old slave I am. The police will never catch the Terror, because he doesn’t belong to any category. You have to hold the union ticket of the Amalgamated Burglars’ Association, and have your fingerprints registered at headquarters, before the regular police will take even a languid interest in you. But as I am one of those people who are only happy when I am doing somebody else’s work, as soon as I have put the Jam Sahib into a safe deposit, I’m going down to Judge Warren in search of information.”

“But, Sel,” protested the other, “you know more about burglars and all criminals than anybody I know in town.”

“I admit it,” said the other. “But I’m not supposed to know. If you ever have the misfortune to find yourself at the head of a Government department, you will discover that the unforgivable crime is to know anything about things that don’t concern you.”

He glanced up at the classic facade of the Trust Buildings.

“To your warren, rabbit!” And, with a nod and a flourish of his cane, he took his leave.




VII. A VISIT TO A LAWYER

RELUCTANTLY, Bill Joyner turned into the wide marble vestibule of the building. It was not a day for work. The blue sky, the rustle of the plane-trees, the swift cars that flashed westward carrying elegant men and elegantly attired women Ascot-ward, called him to the pines and the green hills of Berkshire; and it was with something like a groan that he stepped into the elevator and was carried to the fourth floor, where his modest office was situated.

On the glass panel of his door were inscribed the words: “B. Joyner, Attorney-at-Law, U.S.A.”

Bill Joyner’s name was really Bill. He had been christened so by a whimsical parent. He was a fully fledged attorney. He was, moreover, a barrister at the English Bar. A third accomplishment, about which his proud relatives knew nothing, was a certain striking success he enjoyed as a writer of love stories.

Bill Joyner was a bad lawyer. By dint of patient and tortuous study he had scraped through his law examinations, but thereafter the law was a dead letter to him. He had shelves filled with imposing text-books. He might, by steady application, have produced an opinion on some abstruse point of law, but it would have been a painful proceeding and possibly inaccurate. Bill hated the law and its practice. The writing of love stories, on the other hand, fascinated him, and when the demand for his work steadily grew, and a steady income was assured, he gave up all attempts to derive a livelihood from the legal profession, and although it was necessary, for a certain reason, to keep up the pretence of being a lawyer, he regarded any man who sent him a client as his natural enemy.

Only one man in London knew that he was “Priscilla Fairlord”, the author of Hearts Aflame, or that “Mary Janet Colebrooke”, whose passionate romance. Parted At The Altar, was in a fair way to being a best-seller, wore trousers and smoked a pipe. But, thanks to this success, he shared a suite in Curzon Street with Selby Lowe; could afford the luxury of a light car, and not the excessive expense of an office.

He opened the door of an outer lobby, whose solitary occupant, a very small boy, concealed behind him, a cigarette he was smoking and announced the arrival of a visitor.

“A lady?” said Bill, aghast. “Who is she?”

“I don’t know who she is, sir, but she’s an American. I understand American.”

Bill did not wait to discuss the linguistic achievements of his “clerk”, but burst into the inner office. The girl who was standing by the window turned with a smile, and the sight of her took his breath away. He had never seen anything quite so fragrantly beautiful as Gwendda Guildford.

“You’re Mr. Joyner?” she said, and seemed surprised and a little disappointed, and he guessed that she had expected somebody more near her idea of a staid lawyer.

“I’m afraid I am,” said Bill ruefully, and she laughed. And then suddenly: “You’re not Miss Gwendda Guildford?” he asked. “My uncle wrote about you.”

She nodded.

“Good Lord! Didn’t you get my letter? I wrote to the ship.”

She shook her head.

“Was it anything important?” she asked a little anxiously.

“I rather guess it was,” said Bill grimly. “My uncle told me that you were coming to see me as a lawyer, and I wrote advising you to consult Tremlow. I think I also begged of you not to disclose the base deception to my uncle. The fact is. Miss Guildford, I am the world’s worst attorney!”

She laughed again, but he saw the disappointment in her face.

“I might as well tell you the grisly truth,” he went on hurriedly. “The fact is, my uncle, who is my only relative, was crazy for me to be a lawyer. He had a dream of my making a great international reputation, and wanted me to read both for the English and the French Bars. Well, I switched him off the French Bar, anyway! I don’t know whether there is such a thing as a good lawyer, but I’m not he! In fact, I’ve found another profession which I like a whole lot better.”

“But Mr. Mailing doesn’t know that,” said the girl, shaking her head reproachfully. “Why didn’t you tell him?”

“Why should I disappoint the dreams of the aged?” asked Bill, and then, seeing her irresolution, he went on: “My cousin Norma knows–God bless the girl!–and she aids and abets me. But I can put you next to the finest lawyer in town, if it is legal advice you need–”

“I really want human advice rather than legal.”

She found it much easier to talk to Bill Joyner than she had to the doctor. The fact that he was a fellow-countryman and nearer to her own age made confidence less difficult. Bill listened without interruption while she told of the missing Oscar Trevors, and read the cryptogram letter carefully.

“I can help you better than by shooting you to a man of law,” he said. “You must meet Selby Lowe. That reference to Bonginda is certainly strange. You’re sure the doctor said Bonginda?”

She nodded.

“I should like to talk with him,” said Bill thoughtfully. “He has an office on this floor.”

“He told me that much,” she said, understanding now why Dr. Eversham was amused at the reference to Bill Joyner’s legal pre-eminence. “I think Bonginda is strange, but do you see any other significance in it?” she asked.

“Surely,” said Bill. “That is the little piece that the Terror speaks.”

He saw her face go pale, and was instantly penitent.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you’d heard of England’s pet bogey,” he said.

“The Terror! Then that–that explains–”

Incoherently, haltingly, she told him her experience of the night before; the noises she had heard, the attempt on the part of somebody to enter her room, and the arrival of the providential burglar.

“I’m sure he was a burglar,” she said.

“What was he like?” asked Bill curiously, but she shook her head.

“I don’t think I can tell you that it is odd, isn’t it, my sharing a secret of that sort? But he was so kind, so considerate, and so helpful ” She shuddered at the memory of her terrible experience.

“I think Selby Lowe can help you,” said Bill thoughtfully, and then: “How long are you remaining in London?”

“I don’t know. A month, perhaps, though I intend making a trip to Paris.”

“A month, eh?” He scratched his chin, his blue eyes surveying her gravely. “You’re not going to stay a month in that hotel, Miss Guildford.” A plan occurred to him. “Selby and I have a house in Curzon Street–it is a swell neighbourhood, but the house is kept by an ex-butler, who rents off three floors. The suite above us is vacant. I’m going to get those apartments for you–you need not feel that you’re being Bohemian, because the third floor is occupied by a church-going lady, and the butler’s wife is a model of propriety and respectability.”

“But really, Mr. Joyner,” she began in protest, but he had pulled the telephone towards him and had given a number before her objections took shape.

“I may not be a good lawyer,” he said when he had finished his conversation, “but I’m a good nephew. And Uncle John has told me to take care of you, and I guess you’ll want more taking care of than you imagine. London is no worse than any other great city, and in many respects it is much more law-abiding than New York or Chicago. But just now this country is under the tyranny of a ghost man, who seems to have an especial reason for reducing the population. I’m not going to question you about your burglar, and I guess the hotel people would be sore if they knew you could identify him. And I bet you could identify him.” He looked at his watch. “If you wait here, I’ll step across the hall and talk to Eversham.” Dr. Eversham was in his consulting-room when Bill arrived, And fortunately was disengaged. Joyner knew him by sight, He had passed casual greetings with him when they had met in the elevator or in the hall, and there was neither need for introduction nor explanation of the object of the lawyer’s visit.

“Good morning, Mr. Joyner. Have you seen your client?” he asked, rising and shaking hands with the visitor.

“I have,” said Bill seriously, “and I want to speak to you about her. She has been telling me that she interviewed you last night, particularly about Oscar Trevors and his illusion that he was in line for the kingship of Bonginda. She didn’t make a mistake about that?” The doctor shook his head. “You’re sure it was Bonginda, doctor?” “Perfectly sure,” said Eversham.

“Have you heard of this crazy coon that the English people call the Terror?”

The doctor nodded.

“Yes, I was reading about him last night–a very disagreeable person to meet on a dark night, I should imagine. -Why? What is the connection with Mr. Trevors?”

“The connection is,” said Bill, speaking slowly, “that this ‘Terror’ man calls himself the King of Bonginda.”

The doctor stared at him.

“Is that a fact?” he asked at last. “I’ve seen nothing ] about that in the newspapers.”

“It hasn’t been in the newspapers,” said Bill. “I got to know through Selby Lowe, who is the chief of the Foreign Office Intelligence Department or Secret Police–I don’t know: what they call themselves. They kept that fact out of the newspapers because it afforded a clue that they’re trying to work on privately.”

Arnold Eversham paced the long consulting-room, his hands in his pockets, his chin on his chest.

“Incredible!” he said, as though speaking to himself. “But; it can’t possibly be Trevors.”

“What sort of a man was Oscar Trevors in appearance?”

Eversham was so immersed in thought that apparently he did not hear the question. Presently, with a start: “Trevors? He was a man slightly below middle height, rather thin and weedy, and choreatic.”

“Choreatic?” said the puzzled Bill.

“It is a medical term meaning a person who is subject to involuntary twitching of face and lips–a sort of incipient St. Vitus’s Dance. That was one of the symptoms of his nervous disease, whatever it may have been.”

“He had no resemblance whatever to the Terror?” asked Bill.

“None,” said the doctor emphatically. “From the descriptions I have read in the newspapers, he is a man of imposing height, great breadth, and extraordinary muscularity. Moreover, he is coloured. Mr. Trevors is a very pallid man with lightish blue eyes. I can give you these details because I never; forget the appearance of a patient. You are sure that the Terror–I use that somewhat melodramatic term because I know of none better–you’re sure he mentioned Bonginda?”

“There’s no doubt about that,” said Bill, nodding. “He either calls himself the King of Bonginda, or he gives as an excuse for his attacks upon people that they have been traitors to his mythical State. Moreover, Miss Guildford was visited last night by this gentleman.”

The doctor spun round.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

In a few words Bill told of the girl’s terrible quarter of an hour, omitting any reference to the burglar.

“I can’t believe that it was he,” said Dr. Eversham, shaking his head. “Did she see him?”

“She didn’t see him, but she is convinced he was the man.”

Eversham bit his lip.

“I really can’t understand,” he said. “Of course, it may have been some drunken person who had mistaken the room.

And yet–” he frowned. “–I think Miss Guildford had better leave the hotel,” he said. “The cause of her distressing time may be simply explained, but I should feel very much happier if she were less exposed to an experience of that sort.”

Bill smiled. “Which is exactly what I told her, doctor,” he said. “I’ve persuaded her to go to Jennings’s place in Curzon Street. Jennings has got a high-class boarding-house; I think he knows you, because he’s spoken of you once or twice.”

The doctor nodded.

“I know Jennings. He was butler to Lady Chonam, and a very respectable person. Yes, I think you’re wise,” he added. “If I can be of any service to you, will you please let me know? Exactly what service I can be, I can’t for the moment, see. She told you about the cryptogram letter?”

Bill nodded.

“That is remarkable. I think she ought to see the police, though I can’t see what they can do either. They are rather chary of acting on mysterious clues of that description.”

Bill went back to the girl and told her of the doctor’s endorsement of his plans.

“You’ll leave that hotel today, my young friend, and you’re not going around London without an escort.”

In spite of her trouble, Gwendda laughed at his masterful tone.

“I don’t know whether I ought to do as you suggest,” she said, “and I have a feeling that I am making rather a fuss about nothing. Perhaps Dr. Eversham is right when he says that some drunken man may have mistaken the room. But though I hate being ordered along, I’m going to do as you suggest. I don’t think I should like to sleep in that room again,” she said with a shiver.

For Bill the day’s work was ended. The half-finished story that clamoured for completion awakened no pangs of conscience as he put on his hat and escorted her back to the hotel. He did not ring for the elevator, and they walked up the broad marble stairs together. They had reached the first floor and were turning to the final flight, when the elevator opened and a man stepped out briskly and walked across the hall to a door on which was inscribed “Marcus Fleet, Financier”.

Bill felt his arm suddenly gripped, and, looking round, saw the girl staring at the man as he opened the office door and disappeared.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, a little unsteadily. “Nothing at all. I’m afraid I’m nervous.”

She did not tell him that the man she had seen was “Goldy” Locks, hotel burglar and knight-errant.




VIII. A DEAL IN DIAMONDS

MR. LOCKS closed the door behind him, strolled to a rosewood counter, and, leaning his arms upon it, nodded pleasantly to the hard-faced girl at the one desk in the tiny lobby office.

“Is Marcus in?” he asked pleasantly, beaming at her through his gold-rimmed spectacles.

“I don’t know; I’ll see,” she said.

“You may see, but you know,” said Mr. Locks good-humouredly. “Tell him that the Marquis of Mugville has called to inspect the Crown jewels. You have no sense of humour,” said Mr. Locks sadly. “It is tragic to see a young woman of your surpassing loveliness without a sense of humour! Smile, Daphne!”

She scowled at him, and went through a baize door out of sight. Mr. Locks lit a cigar and examined the office with curiosity, as though he had seen it for the first time. Presently the girl came back.

“Mr. Fleet will see you,” she snapped, and opened a flap of the counter.

“If your eyesight’s good, even you can see me. You ought to go down on your knees, my good girl, and thank the Lord for your bonny blue eyes. Forgive my embarrassment, but pretty women always worry me.”

She jerked open the door, her black eyes blazing with anger.

“You’re too fresh, Locks. You’ll get what’s coming to you one of these days.”

“Mister Locks,” he murmured. “Politeness costs nothing, Virginia.”

She slammed the door behind him.

He was in a large, luxuriously furnished room, the walls of which were panelled with expensive woods. At an ornate ormolu Empire writing-table sat a man who was no stranger to Goldy Locks. He would have been dressed sombrely but for the flaming splendour of his cravat.

A sleek man was Mr. Marcus Fleet. Sleek was his raven black hair, brushed back from his forehead; sleek were his plump white hands, ornamented with a big ring on one finger. Heavy-jowled, clean-shaven, sleepy-eyed, expressionless, he watched his client with an unfriendly eye.

“Good morning. Locks. What do you want?”

“Money,” said Mr. Locks gently, and without invitation took a chair from its place against the wall and drew it up to the desk.

“Say, Locks, don’t get fresh with that girl of mine. She hates you as it is, and I don’t like it. You just get her mad at you, and the fit doesn’t wear off all day.”

“Get a new girl,” suggested Mr. Locks, smiling expansively at the financier.

“There’s another way,” said Fleet significantly, “and that is to tell you to keep out of this office!”

“I should take not the slightest notice of any such order,” said Mr. Locks calmly. “You’re a financier; I’m a financier; and we’ve got to get together. That’s what your office is for, Marcus. That is why you sit here day after day.”

“There was a burglary at the Chatterton Hotel last night. The Duchess of Leaport lost her diamonds,” said Fleet presently.

The other made no reply, but put his hand carefully into his pocket and took out a large and bulky package wrapped in a silk handkerchief, which he laid on the desk and slowly unfolded. Inside was a thick pad of cotton-wool, and inside this again he disclosed a blue-and-white paper, carefully rolled, which he opened. Here was another layer of cotton-wool, and Marcus Fleet watched him with incurious eyes as he opened it fold by fold.

“There they are!” said Mr. Locks admiringly. “What loveliness! What exquisite beauty! And to think that those rare and gorgeous sparklers reposed in Mother Earth for ten million years, hidden through the ages until they were dug up and cut and fixed in rare golden settings for me to lift!”

“I don’t want them,” said Fleet slowly. “I never deal in stolen property–you know that.”

Mr. Locks’s lean face creased in a smile.

“There are twelve thousand pounds’ worth there–sixty thousand dollars’ worth. By the way, the exchange is going up; have you seen this morning’s newspaper? You haven’t? I’m surprised at a financier not reading the morning newspapers. Twelve thousand pounds’ worth, and I’m taking a thousand! You’ll make twelve hundred per cent profit with practically no risk. ‘All the wonder and wealth are mine’–do you ever read Browning? Personally, I prefer Boswell. I read it both times when I was in Dartmoor, and Wesley’s Life of St. Paul”

“I don’t want your diamonds. I want no dealings with you whatever. Locks,” said Mr. Fleet steadily. “You can wrap them up and take them away. If I wasn’t a friend of yours, I should send for the police.”

He looked at the gems that sparkled on his desk, and his nose wrinkled.

“They’re a bad colour, anyway. None of these old families has got good jewels. If I paid you a hundred, I should be robbing myself.”

“Try that for a change,” pleaded Locks. “A change is as good as a rest, and a rest is as good as a meal.”

Marcus Fleet rose deliberately, walked to a safe in the wall, opened it and took out a bundle of American bills. He counted five hundred dollars on to the table, and then stopped.

“Be not weary of well-doing,” quoted Locks.

“I’ll throw in a hundred for luck,” said the other.

“It will be bad luck for me if you only throw a hundred. Five thousand dollars is my bottom price.”

Mr. Marcus Fleet picked up the bills from the table, placed them in a wad and slipped a rubber band round them.

“Good morning, Locks, and don’t call again,” he said.

The burglar watched him go back to the safe without comment. With the door in his hand, Fleet turned.

“You can do a lot with a thousand dollars,” he said.

“Five thousand dollars,” snarled the burglar, his voice and mien changing. “Cut out all that bazaar stuff; I’m not selling a carpet. Five thousand, or lock your safe, you Armenian reptile!”

It seemed as though the financier was taking him at his word, for he banged the safe door close.

“Three thousand,” he said slowly.

But Locks was folding up his jewels, and with a sigh Mr. Fleet pulled open the door, counted out some notes and, walking back, flung them on the table. The burglar stopped his wrapping to count the notes.

“Two short, you daylight robber!”

“There were five thousand when I put them on that table,” grumbled Fleet, producing two hundred-dollar bills that he had kept concealed in the palm of his hand. “You’re no profit to me. Locks. It’s only because you’re a friend of mine that I oblige you.”

He wrapped up the jewels deftly, put them into an envelope he took from the stationery rack, and placed the envelope in the safe, locking it. He had hardly done so when a bell in the corner of the room rang softly twice, and Fleet glowered round upon his visitor, his eyes hard with suspicion.

“What’s this. Locks, a ‘shop’? If it is, by God, I’ll get you!”

“Shop nothing!” said Locks, guessing the meaning of that warning. “I’ve got a clean-cut alibi that you couldn’t get past.”

There was no time for further conversation, for the door opened and two men followed the angry-faced clerk into the room.

“Good morning, Mr. Fleet,” said Detective-Inspector Timms, and then, with an exaggerated start of surprise: “Why, if it isn’t old Goldy Locks! How are you. Locks? And how is the diamond trade? I haven’t seen you since I was staying with my friend, the Duchess of Leaport, the other week-end.”

“I didn’t know you were that kind of man,” said Locks, unabashed. “As for diamonds, why, I haven’t used one since I left the window-glass trade.”

Mr. Fleet was a picture of bewilderment.

“Do you know this man?” he asked the detective. “I sincerely hope that he is not a member of the criminal classes?”

“I wouldn’t go so far as that,” said Timms good-humouredly. “Has he any business with you, Mr. Fleet?”

“He came to ask for a job,” said Marcus Fleet volubly. “I used to know him years ago, and I always like to help a man if it is humanly possible.”

At the first note of the alarm, Locks had slipped the money from his pocket and dropped it into an open drawer of the financier’s desk. This Mr. Fleet had seen out of the corner of his eye, and noted, too, the dexterity with which the burglar had closed the drawer with his foot.

“Now I’m going to be perfectly straight with you. Locks,” said Timms. He was the blunt, honest type of police-officer that very rarely reaches the front rank of the profession. “I’ve been ‘tailing you up’ all morning. You’re living at Southdown Street, Lambeth; you were out last night, and last night the Duchess of Leaport lost jewellery worth twelve thousand pounds! We’ve searched your rooms, and you haven’t had a chance of getting rid of the stuff this morning, that I’ll swear.”

“Neither the chance nor the inclination,” said Locks reproachfully. “I’m surprised at you, Inspector! I was out last night because I’m the victim of insomnia and couldn’t sleep. I didn’t go near”–he corrected himself quickly, and the pause was almost indistinguishable to the detective and his assistant–“the West End of London.”

“Maybe you didn’t, but I’m going to take you to the station to search you,” began Timms.

“Search me here,” said the other innocently, and spread out his hands in the professional manner.

Timms hesitated for a moment, then, stepping forward, ran his hands over the passive body.

“Nothing here,” he said. “I didn’t expect you’d have it. Turn out your pockets.”

The contents of Mr. Locks’s pockets were put upon the table, and there was another scientific search. Timms looked round.

“I’ve got a search-warrant, Mr. Fleet. It is a very unpleasant duty I have to perform, but it must be done.”

“A search-warrant for this office?” said the stout man indignantly. “You’re exceeding your duty, officer. This is monstrous! You suggest–”

“I am suggesting that Locks may have concealed the loot in this room without your knowing,” said the other soothingly. “I’ve got nothing against you. A gentleman like you, naturally, would know nothing about it. But Goldy is pretty artful.”

“Flatterer,” said Goldy, gratified.

“If you have a warrant,” said Fleet, with an air of resignation, “I must submit, but I shall write to the Secretary of State–this is the most disgraceful thing that has ever happened.”

Inspector Timms, being a wise and experienced police-officer, said nothing. The drawers of the desk were examined quickly, and then:

“Have you the key of that safe?”

Without a word. Fleet took the key from his pocket and handed it to the inspector. For a second, Locks’s heart sank. He followed the police-officer to the wall and watched with a detached interest while the safe door was pulled open. With the exception of a few account-books, the safe was empty. There was neither money nor jewels.

It was with difficulty that he suppressed the gasp of surprise which rose involuntarily to his lips.

“Nothing there,” said Timms. “I am extremely sorry Mr. Fleet, to have subjected you to this inconvenience, but I am fairly certain that Locks did the job, and I am equally certain that he had the jewels when he left his house this morning. One of my men saw his pocket bulging, but did not tell me till it was too late.”

“I know nothing about this infernal scoundrel!” said Marcus violently. “All I know is that I, a respectable merchant, a freeman of the City, a man whose name stands as high as anybody’s in London, have been the victim of a gross police outrage, and you shall hear more of this. Inspector!”

Timms let him rave on, and when he had finished:

“I’m not taking you, Goldy,” he said. “That is a pleasure in store. Coming my way?”

“I’d rather stop and talk with a real gentleman,” said Mr. Locks gently.

The door of the outer office had closed on the detective when Fleet turned furiously upon his visitor.

“You swine!” he hissed. “You ought to have known they were ‘tailing you up’, an old lag like you! To bring them straight to my office, you dog!”

“I have been so often likened to domestic animals,” said Locks wearily, “that nothing you say hurts my feelings. I’ll take that five thousand if yon don’t mind.”

Without asking permission, he pulled the drawer open, gathered the bills together and stuffed them in his pocket.

“There’s one thing I’d like to ask you before I go, Marcus, and that is: How did you work the safe? That was certainly the most ingenious–”

“Get out!” howled the man, his usually placid face distorted with rage. “Get out and don’t come back here again!”

Mr. Locks bowed slightly. He had the air of one who was accepting a polite dismissal. As he passed into the office of the scowling girl, he smiled, and lifted his hat.

“Tearing myself away,” he said apologetically. “I wanted to stay and have a little chat with you–come and have a bit of lunch one day.”

She slipped past the counter opening and pushed him through the door, shutting it behind him.

“Temper,” murmured Mr. Locks as he stepped blithely down the stairs. He admired women of spirit.




IX. MEETING SELBY LOWE

MR. SELBY LOWE returned from Ascot as cool and as tidy as when he had departed. He hung up his silk hat in the hall, turned into the big sitting-room that he and Bill shared. “The Jam has been playing the races and lost two hundred pounds,” he announced as he took off his tight-fitting morning-coat and struggled into a rusty velvet jacket that hung on a peg behind the door. “I guess he’ll go home and order somebody to be executed.”

“We’ve got a new lodger,” said Bill.

“This is sensational news. You should have prepared me for it.”
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