ALAN WEMBURY came into the charge-room and glanced at the clock. He had been gone two hours.
"Has Mr. Bliss been in?" he asked.
Bliss had vanished from the station almost as dramatically as he arrived.
"Yes, sir; he came in for a few minutes: he wanted to see a man in the cells," said Carter.
Instantly Alan was alert. "Who?" he asked.
"That boy Lenley. I let him have the key."
What interest had the Scotland Yard man in Johnny? Wembury was puzzled. "Oh—he didn't stay long?"
"No, sir. Above five minutes."
Alan shook his rain-soddened hat in the fireplace. "No messages?"
"No, sir: one of our drunks has been giving a lot of trouble. I had to telephone to Dr. Lomond—he's with him now. By the way, sir, did you see this amongst Lenley's papers? I only found it after you'd gone."
He took a card from the desk and gave it to Wembury, who read: "Here is the key. You can go in when you like—No. 57."
"Yes, sir," nodded Carter, "and No. 57 is Meister's own property. I don't know how that will affect the charge against Lenley."
As he read a great load seemed to roll from Alan Wembury's heart: everything his lawyer friend had said, came back to him. "Thank God! That lets him out! It was just as I thought! Meister must have been very drunk to have written that—it is his first slip."
Wembury was no lawyer, but when he had discovered that the arrest had been made on Meister's property, he had seen a loophole. Johnny Lenley went at Meister's invitation—it could not be burglary. Meister was the landlord of the house.
"Was there a key?" he asked.
"Yes, sir." Carter handed the key over. "It has Meister's name on the label."
Alan sighed his relief. "By gad! I'm glad Lenley is inside, though. If ever I saw murder in a man's eyes it was in his!"
Carter put a question that had been in his mind all the evening. "I suppose Lenley isn't The Ringer?" he asked, and Alan laughed.
"Don't be absurd! How can he be?" As he spoke he heard his name called, and Lomond ran into the charge-room from the passage leading to the cells. "Is anything wrong?" asked Alan quickly. "What cell did you put Lenley in?"
"Number eight at the far end," said Carter. "The door's wide open—it's empty!" Carter flew out of the room. Alan picked up the 'phone from the sergeant's desk.
"By God, Lomond, he'll be after Meister." Carter came into the room hurriedly.
"He's got away all right," he said. "The door is wide open, and so is the door into the yard!"
"Two of my men, Carter," said Wembury quickly, and then the number he had asked for came through.
"Scotland Yard?...Give me the night officer...Inspector Wembury speaking. Take this for all stations. Arrest and detain John Lenley, who escaped tonight from Flanders Lane police station whilst under detention. Age twenty-seven, height six feet, dark, wearing a—"
"Blue serge," prompted Sergeant Carter.
"He's a convict on licence," continued Wembury. "Sort that out, will you? Thank you."
He hung up the receiver as a detective came in.
"Get your bicycle and go round to all patrols. Lenley's got away. You can describe the man."
To the second man who came in: "Go to Malpas Mansions—Lenley lives there with his sister. Don't alarm the young lady, do you understand? If you find him, bring him in."
When the men had hurried out into the thick night, Alan strode up and down the charge-room. This danger to Meister was a new one. Dr. Lomond was going and collecting his impedimenta.
"How the devil did he get away?" Wembury put his thoughts into words.
"I have my own theory," said Lomond. "If you allow Detective Inspector Bliss too near a prisoner, he'll get away easily enough."
On which cryptic note he left.
He had to wait at the head of the steps to allow Sam Hackitt to pass in—and Hackitt did not come willingly, for he was in the hands of a detective and a uniformed policeman.
Alan heard a familiar plaint and looked over his shoulder.
"'Evening, Mr. Wembury. See what they've done to me? Why don't you stop 'em 'ounding me down?" he demanded in a quivering voice.
"What's the trouble?" asked Alan testily. He was in no mood for the recital of petty larcenies.
"I saw this man on Deptford Broadway," said the detective, "and asked him what he had in his bag. He refused to open the bag, and tried to run away. I arrested him."
"That's a lie," interposed Sam. "Now speak the truth: don't perjure yourself in front of witnesses. I simply said: 'If you want the bag, take it.'"
"Shut up, Hackitt," said Wembury. "What is in the bag?"
"Here!" said Sam, hastily breaking in. "I want to tell you about that bag. To tell you the truth, I found it. It was layin' against a wall, an' I says to meself,' I wonder what that is?'—just like that."
"And what did the bag say?" asked the sceptical Carter.
The bag "said" many damning things. The first thing revealed was the cash-box. Sam had not had time to throw it away. The sergeant opened it, and took out a thick wad of notes and laid them on the desk.
"Old Meister's cash-box!" Sam's tone was one of horror and amazement. "Now how did that get there? There's a mystery for you, Wembury! That ought to be in your memories when you write them for the Sunday newspapers. 'Strange and mysterious discovery of a cash-box!'"
"There's nothing mysterious about it," said Wembury. "Anything else?"
One by one they produced certain silver articles which were very damning.
"It's a cop," said Sam philosophically. "You've spoilt the best honeymoon I'm ever likely to have—that's what you've done, Wembury. Who shopped me?"
"Name?" asked Carter conventionally.
Sam wrinkled his nose.
"Buckingham Palace," he said sarcastically.
"No address. What was your last job?"
"Chambermaid! 'Ere, Mr. Wembury, do you know what Meister gave me for four days' work? Ten bob! That's sweating! I wouldn't go into that house—'aunted, I call it—"
The 'phone rang at that moment and Carter answered it. "Haunted?"
"I was in Meister's room, and I was just coming away with the stuff when I felt—a cold hand touch me! Cold! Clammy like a dead man's hand! I jumped for the winder and got out on the leads!"
Carter covered the telephone receiver with his palm.
"It's Atkins, sir—the man at Meister's house. He says he can't make him hear—Meister's gone up to his room but the door's locked."
Alan went to the 'phone quickly.
"It's Mr. Wembury speaking. Are you in the house?...You can't get in? Can't make him hear?...You can't get any answer at all? Is there a light in any of the windows?...You're quite sure he's in the house?"
Carter saw his face change.
"What's that? The Ringer's been seen in Deptford tonight! I'll come along right away."
He hung up the receiver.
"I don't know how much of that cold hand is cold feet, Hackitt, but you're coming along to Meister's house with me. Take him along!"
Protesting noisily, Mr. Hackitt was hurried into the street.
From his hip pocket Wembury slipped an automatic, clicked back the jacket and went swiftly to the door.
"Good luck, sir!" said Carter.
Alan thought he would need all the luck that came his way.
CHAPTER 45
THE car was worse than useless—the fog was so thick that they were forced to feel their way by railing and wall. One good piece of luck they had—Alan overtook the doctor and commandeered his services. The route led through the worst part of Flanders Lane—a place where police went in couples.
Wembury's hand lamp showed a pale yellow blob that was almost useless.
"Is that you, doctor?" he asked and heard a grunt.
"What a fearful hole! Where am I?"
"In Flanders Lane," said Wembury. He had hardly spoken the words before a titter of laughter came from somewhere near at hand.
"Who is that?" asked Lomond.
"Don't move," warned Alan. "Part of the road is up. Can't you see the red light?"
He thought he saw a pinkish blur ahead.
"I've been seeing the red light all the evening," said Lomond. "Road up, eh?"
Some unseen person spoke hoarsely in the fog. "That's him that's going to get The Ringer!" They heard the soft chuckle of many voices.
"Who was that?" asked Lomond again.
"You are in Flanders Lane, I tell you," replied Alan. "Its other name is Little Hell!"
The doctor dropped his voice.
"I can see nobody."
"They are sitting on their doorsteps watching us," answered Alan in the same tone. "What a night for The Ringer!"
Near at hand and from some miserable house a cracked gramophone began to play. Loudly at first and then the volume of sound decreased as though a door were shut upon it.
Then from another direction a woman's voice shrieked: "Pipe the fly doctor! 'Im that's goin' to get The Ringer!"
"How the devil can they see?" asked Lomond in amazement.
Alan shivered. "They've got rats' eyes," he said. "Hark at the rustle of them—ugh! Hallo there!"
Somebody had touched him on the shoulder.
"They're having a joke with us. Is it like this all the way, I wonder?"
Ahead, a red light glowed and another. They saw a grimy man crouching over a brazier of coke: a watchman. For a second as he raised his hideous face, Lomond was startled.
"Ugh! Who are you," he demanded.
"I'm the watchman. It's a horrible place, is Flanders Lane. They're always screaming—it'd freeze your blood to hear the things I hear." His tone was deep—sepulchral.
"She's been hangin' round here all night—the lady?" he said amazingly.
"What lady?" asked Wembury.
"I thought she was a ghost—you see ghosts here—and hear 'em."
Somebody screamed in one of the houses they could not see.
"Always shoutin' murder in Flanders Lane," said the old watchman gloomily. "They're like beasts down in them cellars.—some of 'em never comes out. They're born down there and they die down there."
At that minute Lomond felt a hand touch his arm.
"Where are you?" he asked.
"Don't go any farther—for God's sake!" she whispered, and he was staggered.
"Cora Ann!"
"Who is that?" asked Alan turning back.
"There's death there—death"—Cora's low voice was urgent—"I want to save you. Go back, go back!"
"Trying to scare me," said Lomond reproachfully. "Cora Ann!"
In another instant she was gone and at that moment the fog lifted and they could see the street lamp outside Meister's house.
Atkins was waiting under the cover of the glass awning, and had nothing more to report.
"I didn't want to break the door until you came in. There was no sound that I could hear except the piano. I went round the back of the house, there's a light burning in his room, but I could see that, of course, from under his door."
"No sound?"
"None—only the piano."
Alan hurried into the house, followed by the manacled Hackitt and his custodian, Atkins and the doctor bringing up the rear. He went up the stairs and knocked at the door heavily. There was no answer. Hammering on the panel with his fist, he shouted the lawyer's name, but still there was no reply.
"Where is the housekeeper?" he asked. "Mrs. K.?"
"In her room, sir. At least, she was there a few hours before. But she's deaf."
"Stone deaf, I should say," said Alan, and then: "Give me any kind of key—I can open it," said Hackitt.
They stood impatiently by whilst he fiddled with the lock. His boast was justified—in a few seconds the catch snapped back and the door opened.
Only one big standard lamp burnt in the room, and this threw an eerie light upon the yellow face of Meister. He was in evening dress and sat at the piano, his arms resting on the top, his yellow face set in a look of fear.
"Phew!" said Alan, and wiped his streaming forehead. "I've heard the expression 'dead to the world', but this is certainly the first time I've seen a man in that state."
He shook the dazed lawyer, but he might as well have shaken himself for all the effect it had upon the slumberer.
"Thank Gawd!" said a voice behind. It was Hackitt's trembling voice. "I never thought I'd be glad to see that old bird alive!"
Alan glanced up at the chandelier that hung from the ceiling. "Put on the lights," he said. "See if you can wake him, doctor."
"Have you tried burning his ears?" suggested the helpful Hackitt, and was sternly ordered to be quiet. "Can't a man express his emotions?" asked Mr. Hackitt wrathfully. "There's no law against that, is there? Didn't I tell you, Mr. Wembury? He's doped! I've seen him like that before—doped and dizzy!"
"Hackitt, where were you in this room when you felt the hand?" asked Alan. "Take the cuff off."
The handcuff was unlocked, and Hackitt moved to a place almost opposite the door. Between the door and the small settee was a supper table, which Wembury had seen the moment he came into the room. So Mary had not come: that was an instant cause of relief. "I was here," said Hackitt. "The hand came from there."
He pointed to the mystery door, and Wembury saw that the bolts were shot, the door locked, and the key hung in its place on the wall. It was impossible that anybody could have come into the room from that entrance without Meister's assistance.
He next turned his attention to the window. The chintz curtains had been pulled across; Hackitt had noticed this immediately. He had left them half-drawn and window and grille open.
"Somebody's been here," he said emphatically. "I'm sure the old man hasn't moved. I left the bars unfastened."
The door leading to Mary's little office room was locked. So was the second door, which gave to the private staircase to Meister's own bedroom. He looked at the bolts again, and was certain they had not been touched that night. It was a dusty room; the carpet had not been beaten for months, and every footstep must stir up a little dust cloud. He wetted his finger, touched the knob of the bolt, and although he had handled it that afternoon, there were microscopic specks to tell him that the doorway had not been used.
Atkins was working at the sleeping Meister, shaking him gently, encouraged thereto by the uncomfortable snorts he provoked, but so far his efforts were unsuccessful. Wembury, standing by the supper table, looked at it thoughtfully.
"Supper for two," he said, picked up a bottle of champagne and examined it. "Cordon Rouge, '11."
"He was expecting somebody," said Dr. Lomond wisely and, when Wembury nodded: "A lady!"
"Why a lady?" asked Wembury irritably. "Men drink wine."
The doctor stooped and picked up a small silver dish, piled high with candy.
"But they seldom eat chocolates," he said, and Wembury laughed irritably.
"You're becoming a detective in spite of yourself. Meister has—queer tastes."
There was a small square morocco case under the serviette that the doctor moved. He opened it. From the velvet bed within there came the glitter and sparkle of diamonds.
"Is he the kind of man who gives these things to his—queer friends?" he asked with a quiet smile.
"I don't know." Wembury's answer was brusque to rudeness.
"Look, governor!" whispered Hackitt.
Meister was moving, his head moved restlessly from side to side. Presently he became aware that he was not alone.
"Hallo, people!" he said thickly. "Give me a drink."
He groped out for an invisible bottle.
"I think you've had enough drink and drugs for one night, Meister. Pull yourself together. I've something unpleasant to tell you."
Meister looked at him stupidly.
"What's the time?" he asked slowly.
"Half-past twelve."
The answer partially sobered the man.
"Half-past twelve!" He staggered rockily to his feet. "Is she here?" he asked, holding on to the table.
"Is who here?" demanded Wembury with cold deliberation.
Mr. Meister shook his aching head.
"She said she'd come," he muttered. "She promised faithfully...twelve o'clock. If she tries to fool me—"
"Who is the 'she', Meister?" asked Wembury, and the lawyer smiled foolishly.
"Nobody you know," he said.
"She was coming to keep you company, I suppose?"
"You've got it....Give me a drink." The man was still dazed, hardly conscious of what was going on around him. Then, in his fuddled way, he saw Hackitt.
"You've come back, eh? Well, you can go again!"
"Hear what he says?" asked the eager Hackitt. "He's withdrawn the charge!"
"Have you lost your cash-box?" asked Wembury.
"Eh? Lost...?" He stumbled towards the drawer and pulled it open. "Gone!" he cried hoarsely. "You took it!" He pointed a trembling finger to Sam. "You dirty thief...!"
"Steady, now," said Wembury, and caught him as he swayed. "We've got Hackitt; you can charge him in the morning."
"Stole my cash-box!" He was maudlin in his anger and drunkenness. "Bit the hand that fed him!"
Mr. Hackitt's lips curled.
"I like your idea about feeding!" he said scornfully. "Cottage pie and rice puddin'!"
But Meister was not listening. "Give me a drink."
Wembury gripped him by the arm. "Do you realise what this means?" he asked. "The Ringer is in Deptford."
But he might have been talking to a man of wood.
"Good job," said Meister with drunken gravity, and tried to look at his watch. "Clear out: I've got a friend coming to me."
"Your friend has a very poor chance of getting in. All the doors of this room are fastened, except where Atkins is on duly, and they will remain fastened."
Meister muttered something, tripped and would have fallen if Wembury had not caught him by the arm and lowered him down into the chair.
"The Ringer!..." Meister sat with his head on his hands. "He'll have to be clever to get me...I can't think tonight, but tomorrow I'll tell you where you can put your hands on him, Wembury. My boy, you're a smart detective, aren't you?" He chuckled foolishly. "Let's have another drink."
He had hardly spoken the words when two of the three lights in the chandelier went out.
"Who did that?" asked Wembury, turning sharply. "Did anybody touch the board?"
"No, sir," said Atkins, standing at the door and pointing to the switch. "Only I could have touched it."
Hackitt was near the window, examining the curtains, when the light had diverted his attention.
"Come over this side of the room: you're too near that window," said Wembury.
"I was wondering who pulled the curtains, Mr. Wembury," said Hackitt in a troubled voice. "I'll swear it wasn't the old man. He was sleeping when I left him and you couldn't get any answer by telephone, could you?"
He took hold of the curtain and pulled it aside and stared out into a pale face pressed against the pane: a pale, bearded face, that vanished instantly in the darkness.
At Hackitt's scream of terror Alan ran to the window. "What was it?"
"I don't know," gasped Sam. "Something!"
"I saw something, too," said Atkins.
Danger was at hand. There was a creeping feeling in Alan Wembury's spine, a cold shiver that sent the muscles of his shoulders rippling involuntarily.
"Take that man," he said.
The words were hardly out of his lips when all the lights in the room went out.
"Don't move, anybody!" whispered Alan. "Stand fast! Did you touch the switch, Atkins?"
"No, sir."
"Did any of you men touch the switch?"
There was a chorus of Noes.
The red light showed above the door.
Click!
Somebody had come into the room!
"Atkins, stand by Meister—feel along the table till you find him. Keep quiet, everybody."
Whoever it was, was in the room now. Alan heard the unquiet breathing, the rustle of a soft foot on the carpet, and waited. Suddenly there was a flicker of light. Only for a second it showed a white circle on the door of the safe, and was gone.
An electric hand lamp, and they were working at the safe. Still he did not move, though he was now in a position that would enable him to cut across the intruder's line of retreat.
He moved stealthily, both hands outstretched, his ears strained for the slightest sound. And then suddenly he gripped somebody, and nearly released his hold in his horror and amazement.
A woman! She was struggling frantically.
"Who are you?" he asked hoarsely.
"Let me go!" Only a whispered voice, strained, unrecognisable.
"I want you," he said, and then his knee struck something sharp and hard. It was the corner of the settee, and in the exquisite pain his hold was released. In another second she had escaped...when he put out his hands he grasped nothing.
And then he heard a voice—deep, booming, menacing.
"Meister, I have come for you...."
There was the sound of a cough—a long, choking cough....
"A light, somebody!"
As Wembury shouted, he heard the thud of a closing door.
"Strike a match. Haven't any of you men torches?"
And when the lights came on they looked at one another in amazement. There was nobody in the room save those who had been there when the lights went out, and the door was locked, bolted, had not been touched; the key still hung on the wall.
Alan stared; and then his eyes, travelling along the wall, were arrested by a sight that froze his blood.
Pinned to the wall by his own swordstick drooped Maurice Meister, and he was dead!
From somewhere outside the room came a laugh: a long, continuous, raucous laugh, as at a good joke, and the men listened and shivered, and even the face of Dr. Lomond changed colour.
CHAPTER 46
IT was an hour after Meister's body had been removed and Dr. Lomond was making a few notes.
He was the reverse of nervous. And yet twice in the last half-hour he had heard a queer sound, that he could not but associate with human movements.
"I'm going to see Mr. Wembury," he said to the waiting constable. "I'll leave my bag here."
"Mr. Wembury said he was coming back, sir, if you care to wait," Harrap told him. "The sergeant's going to make a search of the house. There ought to be some queer things found here. Personally," he added, "I'd like to have the job of searching the pantry or the wine-cellar, or wherever he keeps the beer."
Again Lomond heard a sound. He went to the door leading to Meister's room and, pulling it open, stared. Alan Wembury was coming down the stairs.
"There are three ways into the house. I've found two of them," he said.
Atkins, who had been searching some of the lower rooms, came in at that moment.
"Have you finished?" asked Wembury.
"Yes, sir. Meister was a fence all right."
Alan nodded slowly. "Yes, I know. Is your relief here?"
"Yes, sir."
"All right. You can go. Good night, Atkins."
Lomond was looking at Wembury narrowly. He waited until the man had gone before he drew up a chair to the supper table.
"Wembury, my boy, you're worried about something—is it about Miss Lenley?"
"Yes—I've been to see her."
"And, of course, it was she who came into the room at that awkward moment?"
Alan stared at him.
"Lomond, I'm going to take a risk and tell you something, and there is no reason why I shouldn't, because this business has altered all The Ringer stuff. What happened tonight may mean ruin to me as a police officer... and still I don't care. Yes, it was Mary Lenley."
The doctor nodded gravely.
"So I supposed," he said.
"She came to get a cheque that Meister told her young Lenley had forged—a pure invention on Meister's part."
"How did she get into the room?" asked Lomond.
"She wouldn't tell me that—she's heartbroken. We took her brother, and although I'm certain he will get off, she doesn't believe that."
"Poor kid! Still, my boy—happy ending and all that sort of thing," said Lomond with a yawn.
"Happy ending! You're an optimist, doctor."
"I am. I never lose hope," said Lomond complacently. "So you've got young Lenley? That laugh we heard—ugh!"
Wembury shook his head.
"That wasn't Lenley! There is no mystery about the laugh—one of the Flanders Lane people going home—normally tight. The policeman on duty outside the house saw him and heard him."
"It sounded in the house," said Lomond with a shiver. "Well, The Ringer's work is done. There's no danger to anybody else, now."
"There's always danger enough—" began Wembury, and lifted his head, listening. The sound this time was more distinct.
"What was that? Sounded like somebody moving about the house," said Lomond. "I've heard it before."
Alan rose. "There is nobody in the house except the fellow outside. Officer!"
Harrap came in. "Yes, sir?"
"None of our people upstairs?"
"Not that I know of, sir."
Wembury went to the door, opened it and shouted: "Anybody there?" There was no answer. "Just wait here. I'll go and see."
He was gone quite a long time. When he returned his face was pale and drawn.
"All right, officer, you can go down," he said shortly, and when the man saluted and went out: "There was a window open upstairs—a cat must have got in."
Lomond's eyes did not leave his face.
"You look rather scared. What's the matter?" he demanded.
"I feel rather scared," admitted Wembury. "This place stinks of death."
But the answer did not satisfy the shrewd Lomond.
"Wembury—you saw something or somebody upstairs," he challenged.
"You're a thought-reader, aren't you?" Alan's voice was a little husky.
"In a way, yes," said the other slowly. "At this moment you are thinking of Central Inspector Bliss!"
Wembury started, but he was relieved of the necessity for replying. There was a tap at the door and the policeman entered.
"It has just been reported to me, sir, that a man has been seen getting over the wall," he said.
Wembury did not move.
"Oh!...How long ago?"
"About five minutes, sir."
"Was that the cat?" asked Lomond satirically, but Alan did not answer.
"You didn't see him?" he asked.
"No, sir; it happened when I was up here," said Harrap. "Excuse me, sir; my relief's overdue."
Wembury snapped round impatiently. "All right, all right. You can go!"
There was a long silence after the man had gone.
"What do you make of that?" asked Lomond.
"It may have been one of the reporters; they'd sit on a grave to get a story."
Again came the sound of footsteps—stealthy footsteps moving in the room upstairs.
"That's not a cat, Wembury."
The nerves of Alan Wembury were at breaking point. "Damn the cat!" he said. "I don't know what it is, and I am not going up to see. Doctor, I am sick and tired of the case—heartily sick of it."
"So am I," nodded Lomond. "I am going home to bed." He got up with a groan. "Late hours will be the death of me."
"Have a drink before you go." Alan poured out a stiff whisky with a hand that shook.
Neither man saw the bearded face of Inspector Bliss at the window or heard the grille open noiselessly as the Scotland Yard man came noiselessly into the room.
"Do you know, doctor," said Alan, "I don't hate The Ringer as much as I should."
Lomond paused with his glass raised.
"There are really no bad men who are all bad—except Meister—just as there are no really good men who are all good."
"I want to tell you something, Lomond"—Alan spoke slowly—"I know The Ringer."
"You know him—really?"
"Yes; well." And then, with fierce intensity: "And I'm damned glad he killed Meister."
Bliss watched the scene from behind the curtain of the alcove, his eyes never leaving the two.
"Why? Did he get Mary Lenley?" Lomond was asking.
"No, thank God—but it was only by luck that she was saved. Lomond, I—I can tell you who is The Ringer."
Slipping from the shadow of the curtains. Bliss came towards Lomond, an automatic in his hand.
"You can tell me, eh—then who is The Ringer?"
A hand stretched out and snatched at his hat.
"You!" said the voice of Bliss. "I want you—Henry Arthur Milton!"
Lomond leapt to his feet.
"What the hell—?"
No longer was he the grey-haired doctor. A straight, handsome man of thirty-five stood in his place.
"Stand still!" Alan hardly recognised his own voice.
"Search him!" said Bliss, and Alan stripped off the 'doctor's' overcoat.
The Ringer chuckled.
"Bliss, eh? It doesn't fit you! You're the fellow who said I knifed you when you tried to arrest me three years ago."
"So you did," said Bliss.
"That's a lie! I never carry a knife. You know that."
Bliss showed his teeth in an exultant grin.
"I know that I've got you. Ringer—that's all I know. Come from Port Said, did you—attended a sick man there? I thought your woman knew I suspected you when she was scared that day at Scotland Yard."
Henry Arthur Milton smiled contemptuously. "You flatter yourself, my dear fellow. That woman—who happens to be my wife—was scared not because she even saw you—but because she recognised me!"
"That Port Said story was good," said Bliss. "You saw a sick man there—Dr. Lomond, a dope who'd been lost to sight for years and sunk to native level. He died and you took his name and papers."
"I also nursed him—and I paid for his funeral," added Milton.
"You tried to make people suspicious of me—you've got a cheek! It was you who let Lenley out of the cell!"
The Ringer inclined his head.
"Guilty. Best thing I ever did."
"Clever!" approved Bliss. "I hand it to you! Got your job as police surgeon by smoodging a Cabinet Minister you met on the boat, didn't you?"
The Ringer shuddered.
'"Smoodging' is a vulgar word! 'Flattering' is a better. Yes, I was lucky to get the post—I was four years a medical student in my youth—Edinburgh—I present you with that information."
Bliss was beside himself with excitement.
"Well, I've got you! I charge you with the wilful murder of Maurice Meister."
Alan could bear the gloating no longer.
"I say. Bliss—" he began.
"I'm in charge of this case, Wembury," said Bliss sourly. "When I want your advice I'll ask you for it—who's that?"
He heard the patter of footsteps on the stairs. In another minute Cora Ann had flown into her husband's arms.
"Arthur! Arthur!"
"All right, Mrs. Milton. That'll do, that'll do," cried Bliss.
"I told you—I told you—oh, Arthur!" she sobbed.
Bliss tried to pull her away.
"Come on."
"One minute," said The Ringer, and then, to the girl; "Cora Ann, you haven't forgotten?" She shook her head. "You promised me something: you remember?"
"Yes—Arthur," she said, Instantly all the suspicions of Bliss were aroused and he dragged the woman away.
"What's the idea? You keep off and don't interfere."
She turned her white face to his.
"You want to take him and shut him away," she cried wildly—"like a wild animal behind bars; like a beast—like something that isn't human. That's what you want to do! You're going to bury him alive, blot out his life, and you think I'll let you do it! You think I'll stand right here and watch him slip into a living grave and not save him from it."
"You can't save him from the gallows!" was the harsh reply.
"I can't, can't I?" she almost screamed. "I'll show you that I can!"
Too late Bliss saw the pistol, but before he could snatch it from her hand she had fired. The Ringer collapsed into a settee.
"You little brute—Wembury!" yelled Bliss.
Wembury went to his assistance and wrenched the revolver from her hand. As he did so, The Ringer rose swiftly from the place where he had been lying limp and apparently lifeless, and walked out of the door, locking it behind him.
"My God! He's gone!" roared Bliss, and threw open the chamber of the revolver. "Blank cartridge. After him!"
Wembury rushed to the door and pulled at it. It was locked!
Cora was laughing.
"Smash in the panel," cried Bliss. "The key's on the other side," And then, to the girl: "Laugh, will you—I'll give you something to laugh at!" With a crash the panel split, and in another few seconds Wembury was flying down the stairs.
"Clever—clever; aren't you clever, Mister Bliss!" Cora's voice was shrill and triumphant. "But The Ringer's got you where he wants you."
"You think so—" said Bliss, between his teeth, and shouted for the officer on duty in the hall below.
"There's a car waiting for him outside," taunted Cora, "and a new disguise which he kept in the little room downstairs. And an aeroplane ten miles out, and he's not afraid to go up in the fog."
"I've got you, my lady!" howled Bliss. "And where you are, he'll be. I know The Ringer! Officer!" he shouted.
A policeman came through the door.
"I'm Inspector Bliss from the Yard. Don't let her out of your sight, or I'll have the coat off your back."
He ran out, stopping only to lock the door. Cora flew after him, but he had taken the key, and she turned, to see the policeman opening the long panel by the door. Then in a flash off came helmet and cape, and she was locked in the arms of this strange man.
"This way, Cora," he said, and pointed to the panel. "La Via Amorosa."
He kissed her and lifted her through the panel. Presently it closed upon them. No man saw The Ringer again that night or for the many nights which followed.
THE END