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	THE HAND
 OF POWER 

	
CHAPTER I.
 THE MEN OF THE MOOR 


	A gale of wind and rain swept across the barren face of Dartmoor, that ancient desolation. The howl and shriek of it came to Betty Carew above the rattle and roar of the motor engine as the old car grunted and groaned up the steep hill. 

	The lights of Tavistock had long since disappeared. Princetown was three miles beyond the crest of the hill. About them was an infinite loneliness, and the sobbing of wind that drove the needle-sharp sleet into their faces. The yellow-faced old man who drove did not speak—he had not spoken since they left Tavistock; would not willingly break his silence before they reached Exeter—or after. 

	The car laboured up the twisting road, skidding and sliding from left to right, and with every lurch the girl’s heart came into her mouth. 

	At the top of the hill the full force of the gale caught them and all but brought the car to a stand-still. Rain smacked viciously against the screen, whipped under the lowered brim of her hat, thrashing her face till it smarted intolerably. 

	“Don’t you think we’d be wise if we went back to Tavistock?” 

	She had to raise her voice to a scream before he heard her. 

	“No!” 

	The answer came like a pistol shot, and she said no more. 

	Dr. Laffin had bought the car cheap at a sale of Army derelicts—it had been old before the requisitions of war had called it for military service. It served him well enough; gave him the illusion of economy at a moment when economy was necessary. He had a small starveling property on the edge of the moor, a farm where a ploughshare touched rock every rood or so. His tenant was a man who complained regularly and paid his rent occasionally. The further illusion of proprietorship almost compensated Dr. Laffin for other deficiencies. 

	West of Princetown, the wind slackened and normal speech was possible. 

	“You won’t try to get beyond Exeter to-night?” asked the girl nervously. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility that he would continue the journey to London. 

	“I don’t know.” His tone was uncompromising. 

	Betty could have said something unpleasant, but wisely held her tongue. They skirted the prison fields; the lights of the car showed momentarily the ugly arch before the jail, and a muffled figure leaning upon a rifle beyond the gate; and in another minute they had passed through Princetown and were facing the winds of the open moor. 

	In spite of her oilskin coat, the girl was soaked through; she was cold and stiff and hungry, and for the first time in her life thought longingly of the grim house in Camden Road. Then, to her surprise, the man spoke. 

	“This is better than play-acting… living reality… there are spirits in this place… I can feel them. Hail thou!” 

	His hand came off the driving wheel and was raised in stiff salute. Betty, shivering with terror, shut her eyes. 

	Play-acting! If that wretched road engagement hadn’t come to an abrupt end—at Tavistock of all places in the world, and, by a hideous coincidence, at the very moment Joshua Laffin was making a half-yearly visit to his “property”! 

	“There are evil things chained to the dark!” His voice prim, emotionless, pierced the whine and flurry of gale and engine. “Terrors undreamt of by shallow minds… what of the forty million spirits of Atlantis?” 

	She put her hands to her ears, and the next moment could have shrieked her fears. Ahead of them gleamed a red spot of light in the very centre of the road. It was like a fiery eye glowering from some cyclopean socket. 

	The car jangled and shuddered to a standstill before she saw the figure with the red lantern. 

	The lights of the car were poor, aged oil-burning lamps, and the man who had swung the lantern showed dimly. He seemed to be dressed in a long, close-fitting gown like the habit of a monk.… Her mouth opened wide in wonder and fear—the head was shrouded in a cowl that covered the face—and she saw only a gleam of eyes behind narrow slits cut in the cloth. 

	“May I speak to you, please?” said the cowled man, and now she saw that he had a companion, a sombre companion similarly attired. 

	“What is it? … What is the meaning of this foolery?” grated Joshua Laffin. 

	The man walked to his side and said something in a tone so low that Betty could not hear a word. 

	“Huh… well, I am…” 

	Laffin’s voice sank to a rumble, and for a minute or two they carried on a conversation in an undertone. 

	“I’ll draw the car up by the side of the road,” said Dr. Laffin, and, twisting his head toward the girl: “You’ll wait here.” 

	“Here!” she said, aghast. “In the middle of Dartmoor… alone!” 

	“This gentleman will look after you—there is no occasion for panic. I would not leave you if there were.” 

	He indicated the shadowy form of the second “monk” standing just outside the spread of the lamp’s rays. 

	Betty made no answer, but watched Laffin and his sinister companion till they disappeared in the darkness. 

	The second man did not stir. Vainly she tried to keep her eyes away from the cowled face. 

	Laffin had been gone a quarter of an hour, when there came a sound that added to the fearfulness of the night. The deep boom of a bell… She tried to locate it and failed. 

	Dong! 

	Again, and then… 

	The faint sound of voices—deep-chested voices of men chanting. 

	Dong! 

	She was trembling in every limb. What did all this portend? She looked around nervously. The man still stood where he had been, watching—what? She had a feeling that he was listening too, his ears strained—for what? 

	An hour passed before she heard feet on the hard road and somebody saying “Good-night.” It was the doctor and he was returning alone: he must have left his guide somewhere in the darkness. When she looked, the second man had disappeared. 

	Laffin cranked up his car and climbed in. 

	“Who were they?” she asked. 

	He did not reply, and the car jerked on its way. She had added one more to the many questions he never answered. 

	Fifteen months later he offered a solution to the riddle of the moor: but this she did not know. 

	
CHAPTER II.
 DR. LAFFIN COMMANDS 


	Betty Carew listened, aghast. In that gloomy, dusty room, ill-lit, badly ventilated, redolent of musty paper and ancient leather bindings, she had heard many fantastic views and commands expressed by Dr. Joshua Laffin, but never one so bizarre as this. 

	“I don’t quite understand.” She was speaking no more than the truth. “Why do you wish me to do this?” 

	He took a pinch of snuff from a tortoiseshell box, replaced the box on the table and leant back in his high-backed chair, his dark eyes fixed on hers. He wore his customary black, and in the candle-light and against the dark background he was just a long, yellow face and a pair of lined, thin hands that moved restlessly. 

	“I give you neither ‘why’ nor ‘wherefore’,” he said, in a queer voice that had something of the softer tones of an owl in it; the whoo-ing of a man who habitually spoke through lips that were pursed as if to whistle. “I command. You know me, Elizabeth. I will have my way. Especially now. One has had disappointments; certain plans have miscarried. In this last matter there must be no hitch. As you know, I am but the servant of others—not of this plane.” 

	He waved his hand to the shadowy corners of the room, and the girl experienced all the old terror that this gloomy house had inspired in her during the fourteen years she had been an inmate. 

	“Here is Kama, the tamed Nemesis, vitalised by my genius. Here the great Manasuputra, divine force of beneficence,” he said. “You, who might have become acquainted with these mysteries, preferred the transient pleasure of sense.” 

	An old story and an old reproach that left her unperturbed. 

	“My immeasurable superiority to the world,” he went on, “and, therefore, to its opinions, should have helped you to overcome any stupid qualms. You are vain, you are conceited, just as all girls with a title to prettiness are vain and conceited. Your ego is distorted. Contact with me, which would have humbled most people, has merely puffed you up with pride. I am not even flattered. I would wish that my greatness abashed you. But no! Charity child, workhouse child, though no decent man or woman could know the truth about you without shrinking in horror, you persist in opposing your wishes, your ‘whys’ to my instructions. Gutter brat, gallows child, scum of the very dregs, I cannot teach you humility!” 

	He did not raise his voice in anger; the epithets fell in his cold tones, like the tappings of rain upon glass. 

	She was neither distressed nor amused. The candlelight played upon the mouldings of a spiritual face, singularly lovely. Another mystery than that he spoke about was in the shadowed eyes, mystery in the dusky shadings of her throat. Only the glory of her hair persisted, as superior to the meagre illumination as Dr. Laffin was to the world. 

	Dr. Laffin saw nothing of beauty in her through his hard, brown eyes. 

	“I may be all these things,” said Betty calmly, “and yet feel a natural diffidence at sitting in a shop window for people to gape at me. I see no sense in it. I don’t profess to be a great actress—I know I’m not—but I love my profession too much to let it down in the way you suggest. What am I supposed to advertise?” 

	A gesture answered her. 

	“That doesn’t matter, I suppose? Well, I’ll not do it.” 

	She got up slowly from the side of the worn writing-table, resolution in the poise of her head, the set of her fine mouth. 

	“Good night,” said Laffin, not rising. “You will find your way out. I am going to take my ten. Close the door carefully.” 

	She never expected him to say any more than this. For a second she looked down at him, her lips curled, a bitter loathing in her heart for the man who had tortured her childhood with fear, and had blasted her future to humour his whim. His head was drooping—the “ten” had overtaken him—that ten minutes of sleep so profound that nothing had ever awakened him. How helpless he was now! For one wild, mad moment she stood over him, her hands clenched, trembling in her impotent anger, and then, wrenching herself free from the hate that gripped her, she ran out of the room, down the uncarpeted stairs and into the street. The door boomed behind her. 

	“I hope he heard it in his dreams,” she said. 

	The tall man who had been waiting for her at the garden gate laughed softly. 

	“That sounds vicious,” he said. 

	“You like him, Clive?” 

	Clive Lowbridge chuckled as he helped her into the little coupé that had been waiting outside. 

	“Yes—in a way. His pomposity doesn’t annoy me, because he is sincere. He really does think he is the greatest man in the world.” 

	“How did you come to know him?” 

	Clive did not answer until he had brought the car on to the main road and had dodged a fast-moving tramcar. 

	“That fellow is exceeding all road-car limits,” he growled savagely. “What were you saying? I’ve known him all my life. He was the family physician. The home of our illustrious family used to be in Bath, and the Laffins have been our doctors for hundreds of years. It is a sort of tradition. He was my tutor—did you know that? Laffin’s clever. Most of these weird birds are. You’re glad to be away from that menage, aren’t you, Betty?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“He’s a queer devil. My uncle used to swear by him, and so did my great-uncle, the seventh baron——” 

	She interrupted him, obviously anxious to turn the subject. 

	“How do your new honours sit upon you, Clive—heavily?” 

	The ninth Lord Lowbridge was mildly amused. 

	“The honours are a featherweight, but the mortgages—phew! How Uncle Ferrers got rid of his money, heaven knows! At least, heaven and the accountants! We always thought he was immensely wealthy. I fear it is art or nothing with me, but I shall be obliged to paint one masterpiece a year to pay the interest on the mortgages.” 

	She laughed softly. 

	“Your celebration party was premature.” 

	He grinned again as he sent the car whizzing through the gates of Regent’s Park, narrowly avoiding a sedate limousine. 

	“La Florette,” he said tersely, as he glimpsed the woman in its blazing interior. “That woman just hates being unnoticed! Why she doesn’t have her name in lights on the top of the car is a standing wonder to me. You know her, of course?” 

	Betty Carew made a little face in the dark. She knew La Florette very well, only too well. 

	“Poor Clive!” she said. “A lord without money is a pathetic creature! Not so pathetic, perhaps, as an ambitious actress who is doomed to be a showgirl—at least, that is what I’m going to be if Robespierre has his way.” 

	“Robespierre—oh, you mean the doctor? He does look like the sea-green incorruptible now that you mention the fact. What does he want you to do?” 

	“He has one of his mad schemes—I am to accept an engagement from a man who wishes to advertise a desk. He mentioned a desk early in the conversation, so I suppose that is what it is.” 

	“But how?” 

	“I am to sit in a store window for four hours a day—the window is to be built furnished like a study—wearing a green dress, and writing, or pretending to write, at the desk, on which”—she laughed in spite of her anger—“will be a jade vase with one red rose. Can you imagine it?” 

	Clive Lowbridge did not answer for a long time. 

	“Do you think he’s mad?” he asked. 

	“I’m sure—there is no question about it—and oh! there is another thing! A man will one day come to me and ask me for ‘the message’ and I am to give him a letter which will be kept in the top right-hand drawer of the desk.” 

	“He is mad,” said Lowbridge emphatically, “and of course you’ll do nothing of the kind, Betty.” 

	“I don’t know. I may be obliged…” 

	“Obliged! Jumping cats! I’ll talk to him if he starts anything of that kind. The future Lady Lowbridge isn’t going to figure in a puppet show.” 

	She squeezed his arm affectionately. 

	“Clive, you’ve other things to think about than marriage—and so have I, my dear. Do you know Pips?” 

	“Orange or lemon?” he asked, as he helped her alight. 

	“Pips—Pawter’s Intensive Publicity Service? They are advertisers and press agents. And they have the further handicap of employing the most insufferable young man in London. Clive, that youth haunts me! I’m sure the doctor has engaged him to shadow me.” 

	“What is his name—I mean the objectionable young man?” 

	“Holbrook—W. Holbrook. I suppose that the ‘W’ stands for William. Mr. van Campe calls him ‘Bill,’ and so do most people round the theatre. If you ever have the chance will you squash him for me, Clive, dear?” 

	“He’s squashed,” said Clive solemnly, and brushed her cheek with his lips. 

	An hour later he was standing before his mirror, fastening his dress tie with great care, a frown on his pink face. A good-looking young man, with the classic features that the old Greek sculptors gave to the heroes of mythology, he had the clear eyes and the frame of a trained athlete. A series of accidents had brought him from the obscurity and poverty of a Chelsea apartment, where he won a precarious livelihood from painting landscapes of dubious originality, to the lordship of Lowbridge and the attenuated income of estates so heavily encumbered that it was difficult to find a labourer’s tumbledown cottage that did not represent collateral security against an overdraft negotiated by his improvident uncle. 

	His mind alternated between Betty and the eccentric doctor, in whose house he had first met her five years before—slim, a gaunt-eyed child, watchful, suspicious, pitiably ready to shrink at a word, all too willing to humour the tyrant who was both parent and guardian. 

	Finishing his dressing, he rang the bell for his servant. 

	“Benson, you used to work in a club before you misguidedly accepted service with me?” 

	“Yes, my lord.” 

	“Then you ought to know everybody. I want you to discover who Holbrook is—Mr. W. Holbrook of Pawter’s Publicity Service. You’ll find their names in the telephone directory.” 

	“Yes, my lord.” 

	Benson, stocky and broad of shoulder, needed no further instructions. Half his attraction to Clive was his taciturnity. 

	“And, Benson,” as the man was leaving the room, “my cigars have been evaporating at an alarming rate. Will you order a hundred of the cheaper brand? They need not be bad cigars—get some that suit your palate.” 

	“Yes, my lord.” 

	Benson was unmoved, neither apologetic nor confused. He had seen Dr. Laffin slip a bundle into his pocket the last time the doctor had called, but it was not his place to report the delinquencies of a guest. 

	
CHAPTER III.
 PAWTER’S SERVICES 


	In the bright lexicon of Pawter, President, Chairman and Treasurer of the Pawter Intensive Publicity Service (familiarly called Pips), there was no such word as modesty. 

	“What most people call modesty is merely the wish that the authorship of anything nice which may be said about them in the Press, shall not be traced to them. Modesty is only a fear of ridicule. The very term, used in a newspaper interview, is evidence of blatant conceit. When a man says: ‘I would rather not talk about myself,’ he just means that he’d rather somebody else did it; all the same, he’d like to have the proofs to correct so that, if the reporters wrote how he killed five lions, he could make it six. Modesty… !” 

	“Is this one of those extension lectures I read about, or merely an exposition of your philosophy?” asked the patient young man who was Pawter’s solitary audience. “If it is a lecture, I am bored; if it is a mere acriomatic…” 

	“A which?” Pawter was startled. 

	“Acriomatic. Work that into the Memory ads. you’re doing. Drag in Aristotle—what right has he to be left out anyway? As I was saying, if you are practising for a Rotarian dinner speech, go to it. I’m your assistant, underpaid and overworked, but loyal despite. This argument started about Miss Betty Carew’s association with this agency. I remind you in case you’ve forgotten.” 

	Mr. Pawter spun round in his chair and looked over his glasses. So doing, he lowered and exposed the crown of a very bald head. 

	“Are you mad?” he asked gently—so gently that it might be supposed that he rather thought it likely, and that it would be best not to arouse such homicidal tendencies as lay dormant in the bosom of his hearer. 

	“I’m not mad, but I’m getting mighty close to the borderline,” said Bill Holbrook. “What’s all this to do with modesty? And by the way, how can you bring yourself to write copy for Gro-Kwik—Nature’s Natural Hair Restorer, with a nut like that? Rejuvenates Tired Follicles! And you’re a churchman!” 

	“Never in my life,” said Pawter tremulously, “has a subordinate dared to speak to me as you have spoken to-day! I would be well within my rights if I fired you into the street! Why I refrain I don’t know.” 

	Bill Holbrook took a chair, fished from his pockets a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles, and adjusting them to his face, looked owlishly at his employer. Bill was twenty-three and pleasantly featured, except for a nose that was slightly bent. He played football, and once a great international had used his features as a jumping-off place. 

	“I’m going to tell you, Father Pips,” he said solemnly. “I feel you ought to know. Yesterday you fired me, to-day you fire me—you have been firing me every day for months. But I do not go. Why? Because I’m the only man in England who understands publicity. Yes, sir. The only man. You think you do, but you don’t. In me you have a genius, a man who Thinks Forward. I’m the only member of the staff who is related to you, therefore I’m the only member of the staff that has the true interest of the business at heart. When you die I shall await the reading of the last will with equanimity. You can’t leave me out of a controlling interest.” 

	Pawter sighed again and swung back to his original position. Bill was his first cousin, and there were times when he wished that his aunt had never married. 

	“Anyway, Betty Carew is not a business proposition. I’ve been sitting on her doorstep waiting for a chance to speak to her, but so far she has given me the genial reception that is offered to a case of mumps in a ladies’ college. When I tried to speak to her, she looked round for a policeman. Where does she come into this stunt?” 

	“You’ll discover in course of time,” he said. “I can only assure you that the lady will come in.” 

	Holbrook went back to his little office, and in his mind was a great perplexity. What had induced the girl to take this extraordinary decision? Advertising schemes and the inducements which brought well-known actresses into the advertisement columns were no mysteries to him; but this girl was not being asked to put her name to a testimonial of some excellent remedy or popular article of furniture: if she fell in with the idea, she was deliberately going out to make herself cheap. 

	He sat, staring with unseeing eyes at the litter on his desk, his busy mind occupied with the problem which Betty Carew’s strange conduct had raised. Holbrook had no illusions about the theatrical profession; he knew something of their lives, knew something of the terrific struggle for existence which went on all the time, except among a few favourites of the public; he knew, too, how permissible it was to obtain publicity at almost any cost, but he was well aware that there was a line over which no self-respecting actor or actress would pass, and that line was far behind the place that Betty had decided to overstep in this new undertaking of hers. 

	And underneath and behind the grotesqueness of the scheme was a something which filled him with a vague sense of uneasiness. Somewhere, he had heard a theory expounded that life runs backward, from the end to the beginning of things; he had the sense of remembering to-morrow, and it was not a pleasant memory. 

	Twice before he had had the queer experience of recalling events that had not occurred. Once, when he was a reporter, he had been sent to a little Welsh village to interview a Cabinet Minister whose estate was near by. And on the Sunday morning he had gone to church to fill the dreary hours of waiting for the one train that could take him back to London. The service was over and he was strolling through the churchyard, when he stopped suddenly by the grave of a murdered woman whose husband, a lawyer, had been hanged for the crime.… He knew this, though the husband was pointed out to him later in the day as a man of great respectability, whose wife had died a natural death. A year later the lawyer was arrested and died the death in Gloucester jail. 

	And the desk and the red-haired actress suggested something—something terrible. 

	“Darn my crazy brain!” muttered Bill. 

	He had an appointment with Laffin that evening—he hated Saturday evening appointments, but was anxious to keep this. He wanted his Sunday free, for he had planned a trip to Thames head—Bill was something of an explorer. 

	Clearing up some urgent work that awaited him, he was surprised by the arrival of his chief, Mr. Pawter’s weakness being a hatred of all physical exercise, and Holbrook wondered why he had made the perilous journey from his palatial office to the mean abode of genius. 

	“I was going to tell you, Holbrook, that I wanted you to call on Mr. Lambert Stone, the lumber millionaire, on Monday before you come to the office. Stone arrives in London to-day, and I’ve got the rough draft of a scheme which I think might attract him. Will you fix up an appointment?” 

	“Lumber?” Bill Holbrook looked dubious. “I don’t see there’s a selling value in that.” 

	“There’s a selling value in anything, you poor, slow-witted oaf,” said Pawter, mildly offensive. “Get the appointment, and then come back to me for the scheme. You’re seeing the doctor, aren’t you?” 

	Bill nodded. 

	“And I wish you’d find out to-night what’s behind this desk stunt,” said Pawter, staring out of the window and scratching his head irritably. “The desk is nothing—I think I’ve said that before—and I can’t imagine people spending money on the proposition in the hope of getting it back. I hate to knock a client’s goods, but this old desk has all the disadvantages of most and none of the attractions of some. Get Miss Carew’s views on the subject.” 

	Bill Holbrook sneered. 

	“Show me an actress with real views on anything, and I’ll show you a professional misfit,” he said cryptically, and then: “Pips, I’ll tell you what is behind that desk. Murder! I smell blood! Wilful murder… maybe the crime of the century!” 

	Mr. Pawter’s round eyes were wide open. 

	“It is curious that you should say that,” he said. “That desk was invented by a butler who was hanged in Oxford jail for killing his wife—Laffin told me so.” 

	
CHAPTER IV.
 CAPTAIN HARVEY HALE 


	Outside the East India Dock Gates lies an area of squalor and meanness which has no exact parallel in any other part of London. It is a district of poor, jerry-built streets, wherein every house is exactly like every other house. 

	Lyme Street, which lies midway between Silvertown and Canning Town, was once distinguished by the existence within its narrow length of five distinct public-houses, all of which did a noisy trade. Temperance reformers cited Lyme Street as an object lesson and a terrible example. Visiting social reformers from other lands were led fearfully to its dingy purlieus, and novelists and playwrights sought, amidst its foul approaches, the mise en scène for such deeds of depravity as were necessary to the development of their creations. 

	Of all the saloons that disgraced a civilised city, The Full Rigged Ship was the worst, and when this infamous house of the crimp and the harpy was purchased by The Christian Society and converted into a Temperance Home for Sailors, there was rejoicing amongst the enemies of drink. 

	For fourteen years the directors of “Theyome” (as it was called locally) fought a desperate fight to establish an attractive oasis in a desert of sin. All that mortal men could do, they did. There were lectures on Booze, and lectures on Gardens and how to cultivate them; there were most innocuous concerts that began with a hymn and ended with a benediction, and addresses on The Child: What Will He Become? And in spite of all these counter-attractions to the sinful saloons, the heavy trade and the bulk of patronage went to The Five Bells and The Dog Watch and similar alcoholic institutions, where nobody lectured except on the miserable pay of sailormen, and all concerts ended in a free-for-all fight which brought out the police reserves. 

	Eventually the uplift society “farmed” the home to a knowledgeable ex-purser, who ran it on lines that more nearly approached the seaman’s ideal, in spite of his bonded undertaking that no intoxicating liquid should pass the threshold. A club license enabled him to serve surreptitious drink, and, human nature being what it is, the whisper, well circulated, that you could get a drop of good stuff at “Theyome” brought a new patronage, and in the little doorway through which innocent children had tripped to recite to the dazed marine, you could take your secret potion from sin-stained hands. 

	Chief of the new patrons of the establishment was Captain Harvey Hale, seventy-five by fifty coarse inches of muscle and bone; a red-faced, fishy-eyed, heavy-jawed skipper, without either ship or ticket, for he it was who piled the S.S. Gravalla on to the Dame rocks and stood in thirty-seventy for insurance which the underwriters refused to pay. 

	It was a grievance which Captain Hale ventilated in moments of insobriety. 

	“Twelve months’ hard labour—for what?” he bellowed. “For losing a ship that was a floating wreck. And me that thought first of my men and had every boat overhauled before we left Sunderland! And lifebelts all in good order and everything! ‘Wilfully casting away my ship’! Not a life lost, mind you, and me the last to go over the side in accordance with regulations!” 

	He did not refer to certain earlier exploits that had come before the court which tried him: of a trial in Calcutta for manslaughter, of a court of inquiry at Seattle for cargo-broaching, and similar irregularities which had been investigated in other latitudes. 

	“Maybe they’ll engage you as a rum-runner,” suggested Taylor, the new host of The Home. 

	“Maybe that’s it,” he said, “and I’ll do it!” 

	He glanced up at the clock. 

	“Expecting anybody?” asked the other, and Captain Hale looked at his companion suspiciously. 

	“Maybe,” he said. 

	He took a letter from his pocket and read, and was in the act of replacing it when he changed his mind, and passed it across to Taylor. 

	Mr. Taylor fixed his glasses and read the typewritten note. 

	“I can give you a good job with plenty of money, if you’re willing to take on an unusual task, that will involve you in personal danger. Will you come out of the Sailors’ Home in Lyme Street at 10.30? My agent, Mr. Smith, will be waiting for you.” 

	“What do you make of that?” asked Hale. 

	“Rum-running,” said the other promptly. “There’s a syndicate in London that is making a fortune out of shipping booze to the States.” 

	“Doesn’t sound like rum-running to me, though you may be right. A poor sailor has got to take what he can get nowadays. Why, I remember the time when I was offered…” 

	He was boastfully reminiscent and talkative, till, looking up, he saw the hands of the clock at the half-hour, and, rising, threw some money on the table. 

	“Don’t go following me, Taylor,” he said ominously, and Mr. Taylor, whose curiosity had been aroused, and who had already made up his mind that he would judge for himself the character and appearance of Hale’s visitor, very wisely changed his mind. 

	There was nobody outside the club when Captain Harvey Hale went on to the street, but opposite he saw a man walking slowly up and down, and the red glow of his cigar suggested that he was the promised agent, for cigars are uncommon, except among American and Scandinavian seamen. After a moment’s hesitation he crossed the road in the direction of the stranger, who turned and walked to meet him. 

	“You’re Captain Hale? I am the man you are expecting. Will you walk with me?” 

	Hale glanced at him curiously. There was nothing in the appearance of the man to suggest that he was engaged in any sinister project. 

	“Where shall we go?” he grunted. 

	“Mr. Smith,” who evidently knew the neighbourhood, said tersely: 

	“Across the railroad, toward North Woolwich.” 

	It was he who decided the route. 

	“This place will do,” said the man, and stopped midway between two light standards. “Hale, you’re broke; you’re just out of prison, and you look like going back again unless you can find a ship. I’ll be frank, Captain, and I expect the same from you. You were tried in Calcutta for killing a young apprentice, and it was suggested in evidence that you had two hundred pounds from the boy’s stepfather to finish him. The jury disagreed and you escaped. If you did that for two hundred, how far would you go for five thousand pounds?” 

	“To hell—and through,” said Harvey Hale promptly. “Who do you want killed?” 

	“My friend, that is a big question, easy enough to ask, but hard to answer.” 

	“I’m not going back to prison again if I can help it,” growled the big man. “That’s not my life. Give me any kind of job—rum-running——” he paused. 

	“I’m not interested in rum-running,” he said, and Hale was momentarily taken aback. 

	“I don’t care what it is,” he said at last. “Give me a job with five thousand in it, and there’s nothing I’ll stop at. I mean what I say. I’ve never gone back on my promise. Look what they did to me over the sinking of that ship. I could have got the owner twenty years, but I didn’t blab; and when I went in to see him this morning to get a look at the money, he threatened to call the police.” 

	“You went to him this morning to work a little blackmail,” said the other coolly. “You got a thousand to keep your mouth shut at the trial, and, like a fool, you handed it over to the lady you called your wife.” 

	“If I ever get hold of her——” 

	“I daresay you’ll treat her rough. But you won’t: she’s skipped to Canada—I know all about you, Hale; I’ve been studying you for the past month or two. Now the question is, are you going to work for me?” 

	“What do you want me to do?” 

	“Anything and everything. Can you drive a car?” 

	“There isn’t a car that was ever built——” 

	“You may be useful in that respect. And here is another point: you suggested just now that you’d commit murder for five thousand. If that’s a bluff, I may call it. You’ll get five thousand, and you will be asked to do things which will mean a sentence of penal servitude if you’re caught. But it isn’t five thousand that you’re getting, Hale, if the scheme for which we want you goes through; it is fifty thousand, and a free transportation to a country where you’ll never be recognised, and from which you will not be extradited.” 

	Harvey Hale was sober now. 

	“Fifty thousand!” he said hoarsely. “You don’t mean that?” 

	“I mean that and nothing less. Five thousand certain; you can touch the money at the rate of a thousand a week. And fifty thousand if we can pull off our big job. Are you game?” 

	“Is there anything worse than murder?” he asked. “Because, if there is, I’ll do it!” 

	“Walk with me,” said the stranger abruptly, and turned his footsteps toward North Woolwich. “I suppose you know few people in town—few well-known people, I mean?” 

	“I know a judge and a lawyer or two,” said Hale bitterly, “but I don’t know any of the swells.” 

	“You will probably be brought into contact with a few,” his new employer continued, “and I will give you the names of some you must avoid like the plague. Do you know Lord Lowbridge? Of course you don’t. He is a particularly dangerous man, who had better be left alone.” 

	“I’m not likely to meet any lords,” growled the other. 

	“You never know, but keep out of the sight of him. He is never to know that you’re employed by me—is that understood? Now here are your instructions. You will leave the house where you’re staying, buy some clothes and make yourself presentable, and then take the first train for Newton Abbot—that is in Devonshire. You will put up at a small hotel, giving out that you are a sea captain who is thinking of buying a farm. You will be able to buy a second-hand car in the neighbourhood.” 

	“What am I supposed to do with that?” asked Hale. 

	“You’ll get acquainted with all the roads out of Newton Abbot and across the moor; work your way to Exeter, and possibly we shall ask you to purchase a moor cottage, but it is too early to talk of that. When we want you, you will know.” 

	He stopped under the light of a street lamp, took something wrapped in tissue paper from his waistcoat pocket, opened it carefully and displayed a small, five-pointed star. It was enamelled green, and in the centre was a golden inscription. 

	“Keep that,” he said. “Show it to nobody—do you understand? In due course you will find a very good use for it. One other thing: in Plymouth there is a branch of a society called The Proud Sons of Ragousa.” 

	“I’ve heard about that; lots of seafaring men go in for it. They run a lottery scheme——” began Hale, but the other interrupted him. 

	“Join up, either in your own or any other name. If you’re too well known in Plymouth, go to Penzance and join the lodge there. You will find plenty of men who will propose you.” 

	“What’s the idea?” asked Hale, peering down suspiciously into the man’s face. 

	“The first idea is that you do as you’re told,” was the sharp answer. 

	CHAPTER V.
 BENSON 

	Benson gave a final and approving glance at the tea-table, filled a silver cigarette box from a carton he took from the sideboard cupboard, lit a tiny spirit lamp and drew back the velvet hangings a little farther so that the scarlet geraniums in the window-boxes could be seen with better effect. One casement window was open and a soft breeze played with the silken curtains. 

	Clive Lowbridge strolled in as his valet-butler was at the window. 

	“That will do very nicely, Benson.” 

	He looked at his watch. 

	“Miss Carew is coming immediately after the matinée. You will see that the car is ready to take her home?” 

	“Yes, my lord.” He paused by the door. “With reference to the young man Holbrook, of whom your lordship spoke: he is an American, born in Dayton, Ohio, and he was for some years on the staff of the London Dispatch-Herald. He is now a junior partner in Pawter’s Publicity Agency, being a relative of the principal shareholder. He lives in Paddington and is unmarried. So far as I can ascertain, he has written two books which were published in Boston, but he has no other peculiarities.” 

	“Thank you, Benson. You have settled down to your new job?” 

	“Yes, my lord.” 

	“You like this a little better than working in a club?” 

	“Much better, my lord——” he hesitated. 

	“But it isn’t such a good job as you thought, eh? Well, mine isn’t either, Benson. I thought I should be spreading myself in Park Lane. My uncle left very little money.” 

	“I am not surprised, my lord. The late Lord Lowbridge was known to me—I have never ventured to inform your lordship before. I used to work at his club in the West End, and I saw a whole lot of him. He spent money like water, and I’ve known him to lose as much as twenty thousand pounds in one night at baccarat. The Glebe Club is noted for high play. A very affable gentleman. So was his son, who died so suddenly.” 

	“You knew my cousin too, did you?” 

	“Yes, my lord. Without wishing to alarm your lordship, there seems something constitutionally wrong about the family. The Honourable John died of heart failure, and you could have taken a lease of his life; Lord Lowbridge, a good-living gentleman and as hard as nails, went off in exactly the same way a year after—nobody would have dreamt that his lordship was so near to death. And both were under the care of a clever doctor—Dr. Laffin.” 

	“You know Dr. Laffin—was he a member of the Glebe?” 

	“Yes, my lord.” 

	A buzzer sounded in the hall, and he went, without unseemly hurry, to admit Betty. 

	“How serious you look, Clive! Has anything happened?” she asked after the greetings were over. 

	“No—no! Benson is a queer chap.” 

	“Benson—your servant?” 

	“Yes. I find that he knew my uncle, and I guess he knew Laffin too; they were both members of the Glebe. That is where my relative dissipated the family guilders. I shouldn’t be surprised if the doctor hadn’t lost a considerable portion of his assets under the same roof.” 

	She sighed as she settled down to pour the tea. 

	“Dr. Laffin has always been poor,” she said, “and yet he owns things that are worth thousands of pounds. One day I went into the study without knocking, and he had on his desk a most beautiful piece of jewellery—a great golden clasp studded with diamonds. He was very angry that I had seen it, and told me that it was only a worthless replica of the Buckle of Isis. But I’m sure it was real.” 

	Clive bit his lip, and in his fine eyes was the shadow of trouble. 

	“When did you see this?” he asked. 

	“Over a year ago—about a fortnight after we had had the strangest adventure in Devon. Do you remember my telling you about the monks who stopped the car?” 

	He nodded. 

	“At least, I suppose they were monks,” she went on. “I don’t know why, but I associated the gold clasp—and it was gold, Clive, in spite of what the doctor said—with that meeting.” 

	“On the moor?” 

	She nodded. 

	“Yes: we were very poor at the time, and the doctor was short of ready money, though he used to hint of a huge fortune which was coming to him. I’m certain he could not have had the buckle before. I think they gave it to him.” 

	Clive Lowbridge looked at her thoughtfully. 

	“I don’t understand him,” he said. “But he was good to me as a boy, and I cannot quite share your dislike for him. For all the years of tutorial work he gave me, he did not charge a penny.” 

	Betty could have pursued the subject, but refrained, understanding his reluctance to speak against the man she hated. And she remembered, on the way to the theatre, the circumstances that had made it necessary for Clive’s mother to enlist the services of the family doctor as an unpaid tutor. She had been left a widow with a microscopic income; three lives had stood between her boy and the title, and the prospect of his inheriting the mythical wealth of the Lowbridge estates was a remote one. 

	She could never associate the doctor with generosity; there must have been some quid pro quo. 

	When, that night, Betty Carew strolled on to the stage of the Orpheum, only the pilot lights were glowing in the battens, for Van Campe was an economist, and there was urgent need for economy, as she was to learn. 

	It was very cold and very miserable, and Betty wandered disconsolately to the little peep-hole in the curtain and stared into the deserted auditorium. There were seven people in the stalls, obviously “paper.” The pit held a fringe of audience—the first two rows were hardly filled, though the doors had been open for half an hour. The young assistant stage-manager joined her. 

	“Looks lively, doesn’t it?” he asked bitterly. 

	“It isn’t very hopeful,” she said. 

	“It is hopeful,” he said. “That is all we’ve got left—hope! A musical comedy that hasn’t any music worth whistling, and not enough comedy to raise a ha-ha from start to finish, naturally starts handicapped. The notice goes up to-night—you’ve seen it?” 

	She nodded. 

	The Girl from Fez had run for a fortnight. There had been seven weeks’ rehearsal, and on the notice-board had appeared a typewritten slip. She had seen “the notice” before, but at the end of a long and successful run. Now this intimation that the play would be taken off in two weeks’ time brought a little heartache. The last lines of the notice were even more alarming: 

	“The provisional notice given to artistes on the first night will operate as stated.” 

	“Does that include me, Mr. Tillett?” she asked. 

	“I’m afraid it does, Miss Carew,” said the manager. “The governor knew he had a flivver before he read the criticisms in the morning papers—he dashed in and got himself on the safe side. La Florette isn’t a friend of yours, is she?” 

	Betty shook her head. La Florette, the thin-lipped French dancer, was not in the cast. Van Campe seldom played her, but she sat by his side at rehearsals, and in her strange French criticised and sneered and laughed derisively, and told Van Campe how much better these things were done in France; and Van Campe, who was her slave, cut and pruned, until authors were in despair, and the cast in a state of mutiny. 

	“Well——” 

	The manager opened his mouth to speak, when the pass door connecting the stage with the front of the house opened, and a fluffy figure floated through; from the crown of her waved and henna’d hair to the tips of her jewelled shoes she was a triumph of the human dollmaker’s art. 

	She picked a dainty way through the débris of the stage, and stood before the girl, surveying her through a pair of unnecessary lorgnettes. 

	“Ah, you are Carew, yes? I wanted to speak to you. ’Ow do you do your ’air? It is not peroxide, no? I ’ave admire it. You are a bad actress, and your voice, mon Dieu! it is aw-ful, but your ’air is lovely! You ’ave puzzle me, so I promised Charles I would ask.” 

	“And now you have kept your promise, Miss Florette,” said Betty, striving to tune out the anger from her voice. 

	“You tell me—no?” 

	“There is nothing to tell you. My hair is as the Lord made it.” Betty smiled in spite of her annoyance. 

	La Florette shrugged her thin shoulders. 

	“But that is what you would call—a lie, eh?” 

	Betty’s eyes snapped fire. 

	“It is what you would call a lie too, I think,” she said, with ominous calm; “for if you are not pure unadulterated Limehouse, I have never met a lady from that district! Your broken English may sound pretty to a Dutchman or a Greek, but, unfortunately, I speak the language rather well, and I know that, beyond a smattering of Montmarte argot, you are as ignorant of French as I am of Chinese!” 

	“Oh, I am, am I?” 

	La Florette, shocked out of her pose, dropped her hands to her hips, and her shrill voice rose to a scream. 

	“I’ll teach you to insult an artiste of my standing, you—you chorus girl! Limehouse, am I… ?” 

	The flow of expletive which followed supplied the answer to her question. 

	“… and I’ll have you fired out of this theatre, Miss, before you’re a minute older. I’ve got an international reputation to keep up, I have! I don’t allow no gutter-bred——” 

	Mr. Van Campe appeared, an agitated and rotund man, whose hands flashed gay lights as he waved them in expostulation and protest. 

	“Put her understudy on,” he roared. “Pay her salary and throw her out!” 

	Betty went up to her dressing-room, hot, angry, but triumphant. She had prayed for the courage to say all that she had said to Florette. She would go to De Fell—the urbane young manager, who had offered her a part in his new production. She grew cheerful at the thought. It was at that moment that her dresser knocked. 

	“Dr. Laffin, Miss,” she said. 

	Betty sighed heavily. Here was a shadow not so easily dispelled. 

	
CHAPTER VI.
 BETTY CONSENTS 


	Dr. Laffin, in the brighter light of the dressing-room, was revealed as being a little above middle height, but he was so very thin that he appeared taller. He was dressed in a funereal black; all the bitter years Betty had known him he had worn nothing else. A black, unrelieved except by the thin edge of white collar that showed above his high cravat, and the occasional appearance of a rim of white cuff at his wrists. 

	“Good-evening, child. Why are you not playing?” he asked. 

	“Because Van Campe has discharged me,” she said recklessly. 

	To her surprise his face did not change. 

	“Discharged you? Well, well!” And then, remembering the opportunity which this piece of news gave to him: “I took a great deal of trouble to find this position for you. Still… it may be for the best. You will return home now?” 

	“No, I shall find other work.” 

	Sitting down at her dressing-table, he subjected her to a long scrutiny. 

	“I shall not be able to make you an allowance this time,” he said. 

	Betty did not expect that he would. 

	“I have a little money—” she began. 

	“Happily, I can save you trouble. I seem to have spent my life—saving you trouble. It would be wiser if you came home. The house in Camden Town has not been quite the same since you left. And the other matter is definitely settled.” 

	He took from his pocket a printed leaflet, and laid it on the table before her. She braced herself for the coming struggle. Vulture! He was all that. Disaster brought him unerringly to the spot; it was as though her dismissal had been arranged by him for that night. 

	She read the pamphlet and looked up. 

	“This is an advertisement of a desk,” she said innocently. 

	“Mortimer’s Multiple Desk,” he murmured. “There is no desk on the market like it. But to the outward eye, and at first glance, it appears to be no different from other desks. Suppose, however, a beautiful young lady is seen in a shop window sitting at that desk. Picture the hurrying crowd to whom shop windows are such——” 

	“You mean that you still have that absurd scheme—that you want me to sit in a store window… to exhibit myself?” 

	“It may sound a revolting suggestion to one who is a great actress.” He mouthed the words with a certain satisfaction. “It may seem almost a desecration of her art to lower herself to the level of an exhibition. And yet, what are you but an exhibitor, Elizabeth?” 

	“Of course, I’ll do nothing of the kind,” she said. Her face was flushed, her eyes unusually bright. “I told you on Monday night—I will not do this.” 

	“The pay is amazingly attractive.” Dr. Laffin was apparently oblivious to her rising anger. “It is no less than fifteen pounds a week. Your duties begin at eleven o’clock in the forenoon, and end at four o’clock in the afternoon.” 

	“I’ll not do it!” 

	“I fear you have no choice. I wish it. I, who took you from the workhouse, where you were supported by charity, and gave you a house, an education, and the illusion of parenthood.” 

	“Dr. Laffin, I will do anything in reason. It isn’t necessary to go over the old ground and tell you that, in spite of the material advantages you gave me, my life has been wretchedly miserable. I won’t ask for your help, and I can get a part in De Fell’s new play—he has half promised me.” 

	“By the most fortunate chance I have become acquainted with a young man, who will be of the greatest assistance to you when your engagement is concluded—he is an authority on the subject of publicity——” 

	“Oh!” 

	In a flash she remembered the objectionable youth who had haunted the stage door for weeks, and, if she had any doubt at all, it was to be dispelled immediately. 

	“My young friend is waiting outside; I will take the liberty of bringing him in.” 

	It was the young man; she recognised him immediately. He was not in evening dress; she would have been surprised if he wore anything so civilised. His tweed waistcoat was untidy with cigarette ash, his tie had slipped down, exposing the brass head of a stud, and his hair needed the attention of a brush. 

	“I think I’ve met you before, Miss Carew,” he said briskly. “The doctor asked me to see you about this desk they’re booming. I understand that your name hasn’t to appear. That is good publicity wasted——” 

	“Mr.——?” She paused inquiringly. 

	“Holbrook—William. Bill to my friends.” 

	“Mr. Holbrook, I want you to understand that I shall do nothing so humiliating as you have suggested.” 

	“I didn’t—” he began, but she signalled him to be silent. 

	“I have no illusions about my work,” she said. “I am not a brilliant actress, and I never dreamt that I was. But I have enough respect for myself and my—my art to reject this suggestion. I have no intention of sitting in a shop window——” 

	“Furnished in the semblance of a handsome library,” murmured the doctor. 

	“I don’t care how it is furnished. I will not do anything so—so undignified. It would ruin whatever chance I had in this profession, and advertise my incompetence.” 

	Mr. William Holbrook passed his fingers through his untidy hair in perplexity. 

	“I am rather surprised,” he said. “I thought the matter was settled, Miss Carew. ‘Pips’ have only got the publicity end of the desk. We are the advertising agents, and this stunt is a new one on me.” 

	She looked at him suspiciously. 

	“Isn’t this your idea?” 

	“No, my love.” It was the doctor. “It is not Mr. Holbrook’s idea. It is mine. Will you excuse me, Mr. Holbrook?—I will see you in the morning.” 

	When they were alone, he took up his silk hat, and smoothed the glossy nap meditatively. 

	“The window will be set on Tuesday,” he said. “It is in a side street leading from Piccadilly. A very select neighbourhood.” 

	“I will not do it,” she said. “I am seeing Mr. De Fell on Monday, and I hope to open with his new piece.” 

	“Open by all means,” he said, “and the night you appear there will be men outside the theatre distributing handbills telling the world that you are the daughter of a man who was hanged at Oxford Prison for the murder of your mother.” 

	The girl turned white. 

	“You would not dare… it would be cowardly, brutal… you would not dare!” 

	Dr. Laffin never smiled. When he was amused, the skin about his eyes wrinkled for a second, as it wrinkled now. With that slow deliberation, which marked his every movement, he put his hand in his breast pocket and took out a leather case. 

	“I have never shown you this,” he said, and unfolded a newspaper cutting. “Listen! 

	“ ‘This morning at nine o’clock, James Setherby Caren, a butler, of Nash Terrace, Bath, suffered the extreme penalty of the law at Oxford jail, to which he had been transferred after his sentence at the Bath Assizes. It will be remembered that Caren, who had been drinking heavily, shot his wife in a moment of drunken frenzy. The child, Elizabeth, who was such a pathetic figure at the trial, is now an inmate of Bath Workhouse. Caren, who expressed his penitence for his crime, walked firmly to the scaffold, and death was instantaneous. The man, who seems to have been above the average order of intelligence, enjoyed some local fame as an inventor.’ 

	“You were rather young to remember the trial,” he said, “but I dare assert that you remember how a disinterested physician rescued you from a pauper home, and gave you the advantages of an education?” 

	She did not answer. Young as she had been, she remembered that vividly. Remembered the pallid man in the dock, the red-robed judge, the bustle of the little court-house. She recalled a chill morning when the workhouse matron had come to her and patted her head kindly and given her an apple. There was a little gutter child in the same dormitory, who, when the matron had gone, pointed a skinny finger at her, and shrieked: 

	“Her father got hung this morning!” 

	She did not know what “getting hung” meant at the time—she knew it was something very final, because the matron told her, to her relief, that she would never see the big, wicked man who beat her mother any more. For this she was glad, but she wanted to see her mother, and cried and cried at nights because there was no rough hand to hold hers, and no thin, weary voice to tell her fairy stories. 

	“I will dispel any mistaken ideas you may have as to my motive,” the doctor went on. “You were an experiment: I wanted to see how impressionable was the plastic mind of childhood. As an experiment you were a failure. You have now an opportunity of repaying me for the care I have shown and the expense I have incurred on your behalf. The desk you will advertise was one of your late father’s precious inventions. It is valueless.” 

	She shuddered, in spite of herself. 

	“You will do as I wish?” 

	“If I do this, it will be the last service I will render you.” 

	“Not the last. There is yet one more—a negative service. Now and for ever you will forget that I was ever stopped on Dartmoor one stormy night. You understand? You will forget also about a certain gold buckle you saw. If you ever speak to a living soul about that, you will speak no more!” 

	CHAPTER VII.
 AT THAMES HEAD 

	Betty Carew might have prayed, and did pray, for deliverance from many evils, great and small. That she had failed to include a supplication for quittance of an untidy young American, who spent his work days in the office of Pawter’s Intensive Publicity Agency, and his Sundays in inexpensive exploration, was brought home to her with force on the sunny Sabbath that followed her interview with Dr. Laffin. 

	Betty was on one side of the Thames, Bill Holbrook on the other, and Betty was surrounded by a large wasp. Betty hated wasps, and apparently this particular wasp hated Betty, for its “z-u-u-u!” held a ferocity of purpose which was terrifying. 

	“Vespa vulgaris!” murmured Bill with satisfaction. “A hymenopterous insect of the family vespidæ!” 

	And then Betty gave a scream. To her, vespa vulgar was just plain wasp, and it had made an angry dart toward her face. She shrank back, one foot went into the water, but by an effort she recovered her balance. In another second Bill had leapt across the Thames to her side, and with one sweep of his soft hat had sent the vulgar vespa to destruction. 
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