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	1

	I Lose My Luggage

	 

	IT ALL STARTED with the loss of my luggage. 

	I was returning home to England from a trip to the Tuscan towns by way of the Riviera, and I had registered my trunk to Genoa. On arriving at that city, however, I discovered, after much difficult enquiry, in the course of which I was assured that Italy, thanks to Signer Mussolini, was a great and glorious country which would shortly be undisputed mistress of the Mediterranean and the most efficient nation in Europe, that my effects had been despatched to Geneva. It was pointed out, for my consolation, that the difference between "Geneva" and "Ginevra" was almost negligible. 

	Fortunately I was in no great need of consolation. I was, in fact, delighted with the discovery of my loss. It was an omen. All roads, it seemed, were leading me to Beatrice. 

	Beatrice Harvel, whom I had met in London during the War, was now on the staff of the League of Nations. She had been for two years in Geneva and I had not seen her during all that time. I had parted with her in the conviction that a penniless officer newly demobilised, as I then was, not yet broken to the paths of commerce, was in no position to lay his name and absence of fortune at her feet. During the last few days, however, my position and prospects had changed remarkably for the better. My Uncle James, calling me into his office some three weeks previously, had announced his immediate intention of making me a partner in his business, and had given me to understand that I might regard myself as his heir. 

	On the strength of these gratifying assurances, I was taking a short holiday, and confirming myself in the intention of going ultimately to Geneva in order to discover how I stood with the girl who had never ceased to be in my thoughts since I had waved her an affectedly cheerful farewell some two years ago at Victoria. It was stimulating to discover that my luggage had anticipated me and was calling me forward to the fatal moment. I decided then and there to go after it immediately, and within half an hour of this decision I had taken the express for Lausanne and was rolling towards the Swiss frontier. 

	But let there be no misunderstanding. The loss of my luggage was the pretext and not the cause of my sudden descent upon the city of Geneva. But for Beatrice, I might quite well have abandoned my trunk to whatever complicated doom was reserved for it under the appropriate regulations. To this day, in fact, I maintain that it was Beatrice who, in the last analysis, awoke the Seven Sleepers untimely. But I am anticipating. 

	I shall have little leisure, once this story is under way, to tell you anything about myself, so I had better take this opportunity, while I am still a mere member of the travelling public, to explain at any rate who I am, and how I am customarily employed. 

	I was born in 1894 in the village of Steynhurst, Sussex (where my mother still resides), and christened Thomas, Thomas Henry Preston. I was educated at Stowerbridge, where I took prizes for history, physical jerks, and running. I was also in the Rugger Fifteen and captain of the school boxing team. I was destined for Oxford, but before going up my people sent me for two years to the University of Bonn, where I learnt to speak German almost, if not quite, as well as a German himself. I think I must have inherited a gift for languages from my mother, who talks six or seven. I was about to go to Oxford when the War broke out, which upset my plans, for I entered the army instead, serving right through in the Royal Field Artillery, and emerging in the end with two wounds, the Military Cross and a captaincy. 

	For my personal appearance, it is shortest to quote from my passport : 

	 

	Height: 5 feet 11 inches. 

	Colour of eyes: blue. 

	Colour of hair: fair. 

	Special peculiarities: none. 

	 

	I should add that unkind friends have accused me of a certain resemblance to the sons of the Fatherland, owing, I suppose, to my fair hair and the rather crude blue of my eyes. I am apt, however, to become violent when this subject is mentioned, and it is not usually pressed. 

	Most of the men of my family are more remarkable for their physical prowess than for their business efficiency, and it was a lucky day for us all when my father's sister, Agatha Preston, married my Uncle James. Uncle James is widely known to commerce as Jebbutt, of Jebbutt and Jebbutt, Hardware Manufacturers, Birmingham. I have spent the last two years in learning the business; and, if you are interested, I can quote you a line in saucepans or sell you a thousand bedsteads without referring to the price list. I find it difficult to be enthusiastic in these activities, but at a time when the salt of the earth, who sacrificed four years of their youth to save the world, spends its abundant leisure for the most part in polishing the hard benches of labour exchange waiting-rooms, I can only thank the lucky stars that made me heir to a wholesale tinker. 

	I had caught my train at Genoa with only a minute to spare, and I had had no time to buy anything to read. There was one other occupant of the carriage. He was a Swiss, and, for the moment, he was absorbed in the morning papers. I had not seen them yet and wondered why he was so closely intrigued. He was not exactly excited— his race is seldom excited— but he showed a degree of mild interest in the foreign telegrams which was almost unprecedented in my acquaintance with his compatriots. 

	"Vous permettez, Monsieur?" I said, and I put my hand on the Journal de Paris. 

	He nodded and resumed his reading. 

	The news accorded well with my hopeful spirits, and the exhilaration of the December sunlight. There was, it appeared, a reasonable prospect at last of a European settlement. The long dispute between France and Germany seemed on the eve of conclusion. Germany had capitulated. She would pay any reparations that might be asked of her, down to the last farthing. There was to be some sort of inter-allied conference in Paris, and the German Government pledged itself in advance to accept its ruling. As a proof of her good faith, Germany was prepared at once to apply for admission to the League of Nations, to order an immediate resumption of work in the Ruhr, and to despatch to France large stocks of timber and coal that had been accumulated just outside the occupied territory. These announcements gave a finishing touch to the morning. 

	"Excellent news," I remarked to my Swiss companion. 

	Rather to my surprise, I found him frankly incredulous. 

	"Germany," he informed me, after some necessary preliminaries, " is still the most important country in Europe. She will never be found kneeling at the feet of her late enemies. Germany is a great nation." 

	I did not contradict him, and he proceeded to define his conception of national greatness in a final and comprehensive announcement. 

	"The German Government," he said, "has just purchased three hundred thousand aluminium saucepans." 

	"Three hundred thousand saucepans!" I exclaimed. 

	"Aluminium saucepans," insisted my new acquaintance. "No government could possibly require three hundred thousand saucepans, but it is conceivable that it might require large quantities of aluminium. It takes one back to the good old days." 

	"The good old days?" I echoed, in the tone of one who seeks an explanation. 

	"During the War," he explained, " we sold thousands of tons of aluminium to the German Government. I'm Albert Golay (Golay fils)" —he bowed to me ceremoniously— "of Ufholtz and Golay of Neuhausen." 

	I knew the firm well by repute. Were they not my rivals in peace (now that I was a tinker) as they had been my enemies in war (when I was a soldier)? But for Ufholtz and Golay there would have been precious little aluminium for the friendly Zeppelins. I looked with interest at Golay fils. Here was the neutral trader incarnate. For him the War stood simply for the " good old days." And apparently, so far as he was concerned, they were coming back again. 

	"Three hundred thousand saucepans," I repeated. 

	"It was just two months ago," said Golay fils. "We are sending them via Basle to Hanover as fast as we can turn them out. Two thirds of the purchase price was paid in advance, and no haggling at the figures." 

	"And you suspect the German Government?" 

	"Private firms don't do business on that scale or in that manner. It's the government touch. Besides, I recognised the agent. He bought from us during the War. Funny fellow, tall and thin, bald as an egg. Stutters terribly. We met in Basle, by arrangement, to negotiate the deal, and as soon as it was concluded he slipped round right away to the bank and paid me in notes." 

	"I should like to meet that man," I said. " I'm by way of selling saucepans myself." 

	"Aluminium saucepans?" 

	"No, sir. I'm afraid I can't tell the precise nature of the material. It's a trade secret." 

	At this point we were interrupted by an attendant, who came along the corridor announcing that the first lunch was being served in the restaurant car. We left our compartment and found that the restaurant was only half full. My Swiss companion, after a glance round the tables, saw someone he knew at the far end, whom we joined, on receiving from him a friendly sign. I was introduced as a brother bagman, and was soon listening to an interminable discussion of trade conditions in Europe. 

	Our new companion, it seemed, was a Swede, and the pair talked engagingly of supply and demand, of the exchange and of transport. Inevitably their conversation went round to the " good old days," more particularly as the Swede was a traveller for the Svenska Kullagar Fabriken. I had heard a good deal about this firm during the War from a friend of mine in the Ministry of Blockade. It was at that time the largest manufactory of ball bearings in the world, and the desperate need of our government for this essential commodity had virtually dictated our Swedish policy. 

	Then suddenly I pricked up my ears. Certainly it was a most extraordinary coincidence, though less extraordinary than it seemed perhaps. Europe is small and the routes into Switzerland are limited. That our Swiss friend, who was returning to Neuhausen, should encounter our Swedish friend, who was going to Basle, was not so very singular, nor indeed that they should both have done an excellent stroke of business with one and the same gentleman, who was conducting his operations in Switzerland. Anyhow, there it was. The Swede was also celebrating a partial return to the " good old days." 

	He had met a tall, thin gentleman in Basle, and he was going to meet him again in Geneva — a gentleman who stuttered and was as bald as an egg. And he had received an order from this person for ball bearings that recalled the most prosperous days of blood and iron. Moreover, he had been offered two-thirds of the purchase price in advance and a big premium for immediate delivery. 

	"This tall, thin gentleman," I asked, " what does he call himself?" I spoke in German, this being a language common to the three of us, 

	"Herr Schreckermann," said the Swede. 

	"He was a government agent during the War," said Golay. "I assume he is still buying for the authorities at Berlin." 

	"I'm not so sure of that," said the Swede. "The German Government is bankrupt. It certainly hasn't hundreds of thousands of Swiss francs to squander abroad. It looks to me as though Schreckermann were acting for a big financial group. Stinnes himself would be hard put to it to find all that money at a moment's notice." 

	"Anyhow," said Golay, "the money's there," a fact which, so far as this neutral merchant was concerned, finally disposed of any international problem that might lurk behind these princely transactions. 

	I was getting tired of my neutral friends, and, bidding them a brief "Good day," I quitted the restaurant car, leaving them to their ball bearings and their aluminium saucepans. 

	Some hours later the tedious journey was drawing to its close. I had lost my travelling companions at the Swiss frontier, and the train was now running down the Rhone valley in the darkness. It would soon be at Lausanne, where I had to change for Geneva. 

	I remember that my mind, roused I suppose by the conversation over lunch, dwelt vaguely on the European situation. I am a very ordinary sort of fellow and have no special knowledge of what is styled foreign politics. I read the newspapers pretty regularly at my club, and occasionally chat for half an hour over a glass of sherry with old Thompson, whose special foible it is to carry about some new and sensational rumour of another crisis in Paris, Berlin or Moscow. I was, I must own, astonished at the utter and entire surrender of Germany, but there seemed to be no doubt whatever as to the facts. I glanced at the newspapers which were scattered about the carriage. All the news agencies agreed. Germany had capitulated and was advertising the fact broadcast. 

	By this time I had reached Lausanne, where I had an hour to wait. I bought a Swiss paper, and the news it contained confirmed and amplified the earlier reports. The paper gave the text of a proclamation issued by the German Government, which consisted of an exhortation to all German citizens to resume work immediately in the Ruhr. The War had been forced on the German people by a bad ruler, but that did not free them from responsibility. They must pay just reparations to the full. Only in that way could they hope to re-establish the prosperity of their country. Let every man put his shoulder to the wheel, and by united effort pay the former enemies of Germany, and thus ensure peaceful relations in the future. 

	I thought that I was to be alone in my carriage between Lausanne and Geneva, but, as the train was moving, another traveller scrambled up the steps, and, tripping over the top one, fell fiat on his face in the corridor, where I happened to be standing, casting at my feet a small despatch case which burst open and scattered its contents over the floor. 

	With many apologies he picked himself up, and I saw that he was a short dark man between thirty and thirty-five. He was of the Southern French type, with the brownest eyes I have ever seen, eager and sanguine of expression, the obvious countryman of Tartarin and d'Artagnan. 

	I helped him to collect his belongings, which he packed roughly into the despatch case. He was profuse in his gratitude and explained that he had mistaken the time of the train. 

	As he was somewhat dusty about the knees as a result of his accident, I offered him the loan of a clothes brush from my own suit case, which he accepted and retired to make himself presentable, carrying his despatch case with him. When he had gone, I realized that the door of the coach was probably still open, and I went out to close it. 

	On returning to my compartment, I trod on something hard, which felt like a coin. I stooped down and picked up what proved instead to be a small, round disc, made of copper, with a hole in it for threading upon a chain or key ring. Stamped on one side of it were the letters "R.F.", and on the other side number "17." 

	I was still examining this when the traveller returned and handed me back my brush, with renewed thanks. As he did so, he noticed what I was holding in my hand. 

	"Pardon, Monsieur," he said, " but I think you have found something which belongs to me." 

	I assented and handed it to him. He looked at it sharply and then put it in his waistcoat pocket. We talked together for the hour which the train took to reach Geneva. 

	I discovered him to be an extraordinarily pleasant and interesting companion. He was a French officer who had served right through the War and been wounded at Verdun, and, when he discovered that I too had seen some service on the Western Front, we soon found enough to talk about. 

	After exchanging various war reminiscences, I remembered the news in the paper and congratulated him on the triumph of the French policy. 

	For a moment his eyes lit with interest, and from a man of his type and origin one expected at once a stream of vivid comment and exclamation. To my surprise, however, he did not very readily respond. He was clearly about to do so, and then suddenly appeared to pull himself up, almost as though someone had tapped him on the shoulder and told him to be careful. 

	"It is a complete success," I ventured. " Germany is on her knees." 

	He looked at me queerly for a moment. 

	"Vous croyez?" he said. 

	There was a world of Gallic scepticism in that brief remark and in the tone in which it was uttered. I would have liked to discuss the position with him frankly and at large, but already the train was slowing down. 

	As I got up to collect my things, the Frenchman turned to me and said quickly: 

	"I must thank you particularly for having found my identification disc. It is an old war souvenir, which I should be very sorry to lose." 

	I said something polite to him in reply and hoped that we should encounter in Geneva. He answered me cordially enough, but said nothing of a further meeting, which, for a man of his obvious enthusiastic temper, seemed to me a little odd. I remembered then that he had not given me the slightest hint of his occupation, though I had been almost excessively communicative in regard to myself. 

	Had I had the least idea of the strange circumstances in which we were to meet again, I should have wondered less at his reserve. 

	 

	2

	I Am Two Days Late

	 

	I LEFT the train and found myself on the platform of an ill-lighted station, in company with a large number of my fellow-passengers, who seemed to have entirely monopolized the few available porters. With some difficulty, I carried my two suit cases for a little distance, intending to leave them in a waiting-room while I went in search of the officials necessary to trace the missing trunk. 

	I pushed my way along the platform until I saw a notice " Chef de Gare " above a small brightly lit office. There I was received by a magnificent functionary with a gold-braided cap, who told me that I must wait until the mails had been removed from the train. 

	"But not in here," he added, seeing that I was about to sit down on the only vacant chair; "this is the office of the stationmaster " —from which I inferred that, even in a democratic country, lese majeste may be committed unintentionally. 

	I accordingly betook myself to the platform again, where I presently found an enormous blue-smocked porter, to whom I explained my difficulties. I found it hard to convince him that anyone could have sent a trunk to Geneva instead of to Genoa. But at length we went together to the douane, only to discover it was locked. I enquired where the douanier might be, but was told that I could not see him that night. 

	"If you come to-morrow morning, perhaps you will be able to get it," said the porter hopefully. 

	Clearly the Swiss were a patient race. 

	I remembered the golden rule for travellers abroad, which is never to argue with anybody in a uniform, and I told the man to get me a taxi. 

	A thin, sharp rain, almost a mist, was falling as I left the station, and the air was very cold. I was wondering where to stay when I remembered that Beatrice, with whom I had kept up a regular correspondence, had put up for some time at the Pension de la Reine, on the Quai du Mont Blanc, where I had addressed letters to her. This seemed as good a place as any other, and would probably be not too expensive. 

	The drive there was short. We went down a broad street with cafes and shops on either side, turned off abruptly into a quiet square backed by tall, thin houses, and pulled up under an arch. 

	I took my room for a week. It was on the third floor, looking out over the square, in the middle of which was a dreary garden, the last leaves of the almost bare trees dripping with icy moisture, and a rusty fountain adding to the general dampness in the centre. 

	 

	I had arrived too late for dinner, but they gave me some excellent ramequins and a rather tough steak, which I washed down with a bottle of thin Swiss wine. It was a meal that struck at once the prevailing note of the city— adequate but uninspired. 

	It was my first visit to the place, but I knew it well from hearsay— a city of spies and refugees and international organizations, where the more ancient of its older families, entirely without distinction for the foreign visitor. I knew it best from the letters of my old friend Dick Braithwaite of the British Secret Service, who had been stationed there during the War, when Geneva had swarmed with agents of every nationality, who made of it a city of fantastic adventure. 

	Come to think of it, Geneva has always been a nest of unsavoury conspiracy. Here Elizabeth of Bohemia was murdered by a witless anarchist of twenty. Here Lenin lived for six years, hatching his great enterprise, and it was interesting to reflect that the town which had once resounded to Knox and Farel should have been the incubator of another and even more sinister revolution. Here, too, it was said, Signor Mussolini had made his debut as a Socialist, before he realized that the black shirt became him better than the red. 

	To-night, it seemed, Geneva was en fete, and was even now completing the first of a three days' festival in honour of the annual carnival of the Escalade, held in commemoration of the attempt of the Duke of Savoy to capture the town in 1602. The Savoyards got into the town by night and were driven out after three days of desperate fighting by the gallant burghers in the bloodiest contest of the last three hundred years. The total casualties numbered fifty-four. 

	I was informed by my hotel proprietor that a number of bals costumes were in progress, and that some of the cafes would remain open all night. 

	Thinking it might be amusing to see how the Swiss enjoyed themselves, I went into the streets, being recommended by my host to go to the Moulin Rouge, where he said I should see dancing and other attractions. As I walked along, I met parties of disconsolate revellers, most of whom were masked, their hands, blue with cold, sticking out from soiled Pierrot costumes surmounted by bedraggled ruffs. Every now and then someone would blow a wheezy note on a tin horn, but for the most part the revellers moved silently along with linked arms, seemingly conscious of their absurdity. Groups of young children would occasionally pass, wearing tall, conical paper hats, very moist and damp, walking hand in hand, singing a dull monotonous tune in shrill voices. At any other time I might have found all this depressing, but my spirits were proof against anything that auspicious evening. 

	I went down the street, the Rhone on my left side, until, turning towards it, I crossed it by a footbridge in the middle of which was situated the dam controlling the water power for the electric light. Nearly all the sluices were up and the water roared through the confined space in a mass of foam and whirlpools. Turning again to the right and then to the left, I walked up a long broad street called the Corraterie, bounded on the left by the tall houses of the old town mounting to the cathedral. At the top I asked a gendarme the way, and was directed across the Place Neuve, with its opera house and conservatoire, until I reached a large open space called the Plain de Plainpalais, where a fair was in progress. Merry-go-rounds and swings were active, but the crowd was not large, and it seemed a dreary sort of business. Evidently the Genevese had exhausted their vitality on that famous night three centuries ago. Since then Calvin and the climate had been too much for them. 

	I crossed a comer of the plain and presently arrived at a side street in which was situated the Moulin Rouge. 

	On entering, I found the room very full, and with some difficulty secured a seat near the door, ordering a brandy and soda. A good proportion of the company were in some sort of fancy dress. An orchestra arrayed in short black coats and white flannel trousers was in full blast at one end of the room, and when it paused for breath an electric organ crashed out behind me. The place was full of a mist of tobacco smoke, and the whole show seemed to me to be a tawdry imitation of Montmartre. Crudely painted women, alone, or in the company of what I presume were the local tradesmen, were seated against the walls, those on the dais which ran around the room sipping champagne, while the humbler, at tables on the dancing floor itself, contented themselves with glasses of a deep red liquid filled with an assortment of sliced bananas, oranges and apples. 

	Soon after I arrived, the lights were lowered and a tall, very thin girl in clumsily arranged draperies danced a classic dance barefoot among the tables, her expressionless face, framed in peroxide hair, bobbing up and down among the seated company in the room like a foggy lantern in the hands of a drunken man. There was a good deal of noise from several parties, and serpentines were being thrown about, so that the whole place was covered with dirty strips of coloured paper, which wound themselves over the tables, the chairs and the thick necks of the merrymakers. 

	So this was Geneva. It seemed at that moment a city in which most forms of excitement were at a discount, and at the end of half an hour I decided to go to bed in pleasant anticipation of my forthcoming meeting with Beatrice. 

	Then, quickly enough, it began. A man suddenly entered the room and, after a glance round the tables, came straight over and sat down in the vacant chair beside me. 

	He was a thin, undersized rat of a fellow, with black hair and a very prominent nose and teeth— obviously a Jew. He was breathing heavily, as though he had been running, and I noticed that his hands were trembling. I had scarcely had time to mark these details, however, when, to my utter astonishment, he suddenly put his hand on my arm. 

	"You're two days late," he said abruptly in German. "And what the devil do you mean by coming to this place ? You'll hear of this from Ephesus." 

	I was staring at him incredulously when his expression changed. It was as though the words had been wiped from his lips, and he was looking with a fixed stare of terror across the room at a group of persons in fancy dress seated in the opposite corner. 

	Two of them rose and walked swiftly towards us. One was a tall, slim harlequin in black and silver, masked to the chin, who slipped easily between the revolving couples on the floor. The other was short and dressed as a clown in a single baggy garment and a tall conical hat. His face, which was painted in the conventional manner, seemed to me to be vaguely familiar. I could not quite place him at the moment, however, especially as I was much more interested in my companion, who, while these men were crossing the room, appeared to be stupefied with terror. He stared at them as though fascinated, and it was not until they were quite close to us that the spell was broken. They were only two tables away when he rose quickly, with a sort of gulp thrust something violently into my hand, and, turning, made for the door. 

	He reached it simultaneously with the harlequin and the clown, who bowed low, and, as it seemed, ironically when he reached them. The harlequin tapped him lightly across the shoulder with his wand, while the clown grasped him by the arm. 

	To an ordinary onlooker, it appeared to be merely the unexpected encounter of three friends, but to me, who had seen the pitiable state of fright to which this little unknown Jew had been reduced, the gestures of the harlequin and the clown seemed charged with a sinister significance. 

	The clown immediately pushed open the door, and they all disappeared simultaneously. 

	I was too astonished to do anything for the moment, but as the door swung to behind them, I came to my wits and got up, grasping the object which had been thrust into my hand and which was apparently, from the feel of it, some form of pocket-book. I reached the door and entered the vestibule. 

	As I did so the street door slammed. I fancied that I heard a scuffle going on outside and an instant later the chasseur who guarded the door reappeared in the vestibule from the street, breathing a little quickly. 

	I went up to him immediately and asked him if a small, black-haired man had just left the building with two companions. 

	"No, Monsieur," he replied, "no one has left. No one at all." 

	"But I'm sure of it," I said. "He left a moment ago. I saw him go out myself." 

	At this the chasseur brazenly changed his note. 

	"For the good of the house," he said, " I beg Monsieur to say nothing. The man Monsieur mentions has just been arrested. Monsieur will realize we do not want any scandal." 

	"Oh, very well," I assented, " it isn't any business of mine." 

	I was still holding in my hand the pocket-book which had so mysteriously come into my possession, and I should then and there have handed it over to the chasseur if he had not already lied to me and given me every reason to doubt his honesty. 

	As it was, I called for my coat and returned to the Pension de la Reine, still in possession of the property of the little Jew. 

	 

	3

	I receive an Invitation from my Grandmother

	 

	ON REACHING my room I carefully examined the pocket-book. 

	It contained nothing but a sheet of stout note-paper, one side of which was half covered with figures arranged in groups. It was obviously some sort of cipher, but the document was signed by seven persons whose autographs were en clair. I did not, however, take the trouble to examine it any further that night, but soon turned in and slept soundly. 

	I was tired, and the peculiar events at the Moulin Rouge had not sufficed to do more than ruffle the surface of my good spirits. Anyhow, I could do nothing about it till the morning, and during the War I had acquired the habit, which remains with me still, of putting off till to-morrow the things which cannot be done to-day. I like to think that this is a habit which I share with all the more attractive people of the earth. My dear mother calls it laziness, and Uncle James of Jebbutt and Jebbutt frequently prophesies that it will land me and mine in the office of the official receiver. 

	I awoke rather late on the following morning, and I had not yet begun to think of the little Jew and his pocket-book when my coffee arrived, with hot water and a letter. 

	I opened the letter sleepily, without stopping to consider how odd it was for me to receive one when, as far as I was aware, no one knew my address. It was written in German, and was as follows : 

	 

	Pension Ephesus, 

	December 11th. 

	My dearest Grandson, 

	I am glad to know that you have arrived at last in Geneva. I am sorry, dearest boy, that circumstances, which you say in your telegram were inevitable, have caused you to be two days late. I trust, however, that you will lose no further time in coming to see me. 

	I am accordingly expecting you to take tea with me this afternoon at 4 p.m. precisely, at No. 140, rue Etienne Dumont. Uncle Ulric and Uncle Fritz will be there, and we must have a nice little chat together. We have quite a number of things to say to you. 

	I am anxiously awaiting the little present which you tell me you are bringing me. As it is small, I hope you will take the greatest care of it and that it will not be lost. 

	I should add, dear boy, a word of warning, which I hope you will not misunderstand, since you know my great love and affection for you. You are of a high-spirited nature, and as the city of Geneva is at the moment en fete, you may be tempted to indulge those high spirits of yours in the company of the other participants in the carnival. Now, the police here are lenient, but they do not permit undue brawling or noise in the streets. I therefore beg you most earnestly to be careful not to let your excitable nature run away with you, and thus bring you into unpleasant contact with the guardians of the law. 

	Assuring you once more of my great affection, and of the warmth of the welcome which you may expect to receive, 

	I am, 

	Your loving, 

	Grandmother. 

	 

	To say that I was astonished by this letter is to put it mildly. 

	I read it through twice and my first conclusion was that I must be the victim of a practical joke, but a moment's reflection showed me that there could be no one in Geneva who would wish to play such a trick on me. Lavelle, my French friend on the Secretariat of the League, was the last person from whom I should expect anything of the kind, and Beatrice Harvel had too excellent a sense of humour to prepare an elaborate hoax. Besides, neither of them yet knew that I was in Geneva. 

	My second thought was that the letter was directed to someone else, but on turning to the envelope, I saw it was correctly addressed to "Herr Thomas Preston." 

	I read it once more carefully, and noted that my estimable grandmother, whoever she might be, was evidently very anxious to receive the small present of which she spoke. The words of warning about not losing it, which one would not expect to find in an ordinary letter, were evidently meant to emphasize the importance of the gift. This seemed fairly clear, but the reference to the police and to the fact that I was two days late was beyond me. 

	"Two days late!" Where had I heard that phrase before ? Then I remembered that the little Jew had opened upon me with precisely those words on the previous evening. "You're two days late," he had said, and he added that I should hear of it from Ephesus. 

	Well, here was a letter addressed to me from the Pension Ephesus. Evidently there was a connection between this letter and the little Jew and the document he had thrust upon me in his panic. 

	But how on earth had he found me out, and who in heaven's name was my grandmother — not to mention Uncle Ulric and Uncle Fritz ? I had apparently spent the night in acquiring a number of anxious relatives who were entirely strange to me. 

	I took the document out of the pocket-book and examined it. Of the cipher I could make nothing, but the signatures were more illuminating. Five of the names were unknown to me, but the sixth and seventh I seemed to identify. "Von Bühlen " I knew I had come across, though I could not remember where, and "Von Stahl " was even more familiar. Then in a flash I remembered where I had seen the latter. 

	We had had some dealings with German firms after the War, and I recalled a small order from Germany for hardware of some kind — I forget what — which had passed through my hands. The various documents in connection with it had been signed "Von Stahl." My uncle had told me at the time that he was perhaps the richest man in Germany, but that he was very little known and kept himself entirely out of politics. A dangerous man, my uncle had said, because he was so quiet and appeared to do nothing, although he was reputed to be very influential. 

	Now that I had placed Von Stahl, I remembered at once that Von Bühlen was the head of the big armaments firm which had constructed most of Germany's guns and munitions, and it was fairly certain that the enormous profits which the War had brought to the firm had been invested abroad and had not suffered from the collapse of the mark. Von Bühlen must still be fabulously rich. 

	This then appeared to be a document of some importance, and I soon came to the conclusion that the little present, to which my grandmother referred with such solicitude, was none other than the sheet of paper which had been so queerly thrust upon me at the Moulin Rouge. I had no idea what it meant but clearly it was of value. Otherwise the little Jew would not have been so eager to get rid of it before his arrest ; and my "grandmother" would not have taken steps so promptly to retrieve it. 

	Here was a touch of mystery that set the wits pleasantly to work. I thought it over while I was shaving and decided to talk to Beatrice about it— a notion which gave to the problem an added attraction. 

	I dressed as rapidly as possible and rang her up at the Secretariat. It was pleasant to hear the cry of astonishment with which she recognized my voice, and still more pleasant to reflect that she recognized it at all — on the telephone, too — after so long an interval. I answered about thirty-five questions in as many seconds (so it seemed) and then asked her to come to lunch with me. Luckily she was disengaged and we arranged to meet at the grill-room of the Hotel du Lac at one o'clock. 

	As I was leaving the telephone I met the proprietor of the pension, who hoped that I had received the note which had been delivered for me that morning. 

	The person who had left it had informed him that it was extremely urgent. 

	I took the envelope out of my pocket and saw that what I had first thought was an ordinary letter did not bear a stamp. 

	I enquired who had brought it to the pension, and was told that it had been delivered by a lady who had come early that morning before I was awake, about eight-thirty. She had given instructions that the note should be taken to me the moment I was called. 

	I asked what the unknown messenger had looked like. The proprietor said that he had not taken particular notice of her, but that she had been slight in appearance. He could remember no detail of what she wore except that as she paused an instant in front of a mirror to arrange her hat, he had remarked that it was trimmed with a pheasant's feather. 

	"You are sure she was young?" I queried. 

	"One can never be sure," replied the proprietor. "Not more than twenty-five, I should say." 

	"She was not by any chance old enough to be my grandmother?" I suggested. 

	"Certainly not," said the proprietor. 

	I thanked him for his information and prepared to go for a stroll before meeting Beatrice, to see the town and to think at leisure over possible ways and means of solving my mystery. 

	The rain of the previous day had ceased, though heavy clouds were still hanging over the city. I need not trouble you with a description of my walk beyond saying that I set out vaguely in the direction of the university and eventually found myself in the Jardin des Bastions, marvelling at an incredibly ugly monument. Calvin, Beza, Knox and Farel, twice the size of life, looked out from the wall with a fixed uncomprehending stare, flanked by other figures and scenes in low relief. Among them I noticed the regicide Cromwell and his secretary, John Milton. 

	Suddenly a hand clapped me on the shoulder, and turning round I found myself face to face with Jerry Cunningham. 

	Jerry had been the best of my battery subalterns; and I had not seen him since the day when he had been carried off, a blood-stained wreck of a man, from the remains of No. 3 gun which had stopped a five-nine on " the glorious 1st of July, 1916." 

	I was shocked at the change in his appearance. He had been something of a dandy, particularly about the cut of his tunic, and excessively proud of his field boots, which had been made by the most expensive bootmaker in London. Now I saw before me a medium-sized man, thin in the face, his forehead puckered with hard lines. He was slovenly dressed, although the clothes he wore were well cut, and he leaned heavily on a rubber-shod stick. 

	"Good lord, Jerry!" I exclaimed. "What on earth brings you to Geneva?" 

	"And what might you be doing?" he countered. 

	We walked across the gardens to a cafe where Jerry said the beer was from Munich, and as he limped slowly by my side, he told me of his life since our last meeting. I found him as changed in spirit as in appearance. He had been the gayest and most delightful of companions. Now, every word was bitter and disconsolate. Nor was this to be wondered at. 

	After spending months in hospital he had eventually been discharged with a pension of a hundred a year and a permanently game leg (poor old Jerry, the finest athlete of his year at Oxford). He had tried various jobs but never for very long. Having a little money of his own he had contrived to manage somehow. At the moment he was acting as tutor to two boys, sons of a rich French war-profiteer who was anxious that they should learn English, and had made sufficient money out of the War— said Jerry with a savage sneer— to justify the employment of an ex-officer as a kind of superior servant. He had taken the job out of general boredom. He was in Geneva with his youthful charges, he explained, for a fortnight or three weeks, before taking them up to the mountains for the winter sports. 

	"Not much good to me, old boy," he said; and I remembered how he had won the golden skis at Villars in 1913. 

	As we were about to enter the cafe, Jerry turned to me and said jokingly, " Who's the lady?" 

	I looked at him in surprise. 

	"My dear chap," I protested, " I only arrived last night. Give me at least a morning to myself." 

	"You may not know it," said Jerry, " but all the time we've been walking along a girl has been following us at a distance of about fifty yards and she has a friendly eye for you. 

	"There she is," he continued with a jerk of his head in the direction of a public building on the other side of the road. 

	I looked across and saw on the pavement opposite a small slim girl dressed in brown and wearing a brown hat with a pheasant feather in it. 

	"Do you mean that girl over there in brown?" I asked. 

	Jerry nodded. 

	"I've never seen her in my life," said I. " Come into the cafe and I'll tell you about it." 

	We entered and sat down in front of two steins of what proved to be excellent beer. I then told him all that happened to me since my arrival in Geneva. 

	As I proceeded with my narrative, the look of boredom vanished from his face, and before I had finished he was eager to see the document. 

	"Here it is," I said, handing him the pocket-book beneath the table, " but don't display it too much. I'm beginning to feel that it has a way of exciting inconvenient interest in unexpected quarters." 

	"What are you going to do about it?" Jerry asked after he had examined the document. 

	"It seems to me," I suggested, " that I ought at any rate to keep the appointment with my grandmother. The old lady arouses my curiosity." 

	Jerry again examined the document but could make no more of it than I could, except that he identified another of the signatures as that of Herzler, who he said was a South African diamond magnate of German origin and he thought of German nationality. 

	He was eager to accompany me to the tea-party, but I pointed out to him that my grandmother evidently desired to see me alone. 

	"Oh, all right," he said crossly. "After all a lame fellow's not much good in a crisis." 

	"Confound you, Jerry!" I almost shouted. "Don't be a fool; you know very well that it isn't that." 

	We compromised by agreeing to dine together at the Plat d'Or whose filet mignon Jerry assured me was one of the few good things in Geneva. 

	We sat on and discussed other matters till close on one o'clock. Then we left the cafe and summoning a taxi, drove off to the grill-room of the Hotel du Lac, arranging to drop Jerry at the Hotel de France, where he was staying, on the way. 

	As we got into the taxi I noticed that the woman with the pheasant feather was standing quite close to us, about five yards away in fact, and just as we moved off she stepped forward with the evident intention of speaking to me. By this time, however, the taxi had gathered speed. Glancing back I saw her looking after me and a moment later she waved her hand. 

	It has never been my habit to snub a friendly gesture, and I instinctively waved back at her. 

	"We'll stop if you like," said Jerry with a touch of the old mischief. 

	"Not now," said I. "I have a presentiment that, whether I like it or not, I shall meet that lady again. She's evidently one of the family— Uncle Ulric's niece or something of that kind."

	We parted at the Hotel de France, and a moment later I was shaking hands with Beatrice in the vestibule of the Hotel du Lac. 

	Beatrice Harvel is one of the prettiest girls I have ever seen. Sitting up flat-backed opposite me at a little corner table, in her trim coat and skirt, her dark hair neat and close beneath a small French hat, which set off her vivid eyes and colour, she presented a charming picture of an English girl who, while remaining essentially English, had none the less realized that in the art of dress the French have little to learn. 

	In mind, as in form and feature, she was compact and competent, her forearm drive in tennis having the same quality of precision and judgment as her observations on things and persons in general. In the first days of our acquaintance she had rather daunted me. She was so terribly adequate and assured. There was nothing about her in the least dependent or justifying a scorn of the weaker sex. I had felt the natural distrust of the gallant male for the girl who never pleads for a handicap. But I had soon found that with Beatrice there were moments that showed her unusually sensitive and intensely feminine. 
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