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PROLOGUE

RED ALTARS——AND STRANGE GODS



IN a certain peculiarly sequestered and not unduly over-lit corner of that district situate between the Gray’s Inn and Farringdon Roads stands a small, a very small, restaurant and cafe, the property of one Luigi Pombola.

It was not, as high officials of New Scotland Yard could have told you (had they the habit of telling anyone anything), in any way distinguished as a rendezvous of the furtive-eyed brigade. For one thing, it was rather off the beaten track; for another, it was neither particularly good in its wares—nor cheap. Except for the small legend L. Pombola, Restaurateur, it had no name and, so far as might be gathered from exterior signs, very little else.

Yet there must have been a goodly few who approved of Pombola’s, for after seven of the evening the tables set about a small outer, and also the larger inner main room of the gloomy caravanserai filled, and kept on filling, each as it was vacated, until the hour of closing.

But it was whispered about the vicinity that Pombola’s had certain upper and inner shrines sacred to an elect; an elect far more perfect, sartorially, than the majority of the patrons. But the strangest part of it, to the curious-minded, was just how they got into those sanctuaries. Certainly not by walking up a staircase for all and sundry to view—and speculate upon.

Persons of both sexes and most races—butterflies who spread their pretty wings at night, evening-clad persons who might have been anything—strolled through the outer room, doubly curtained from the main one before mentioned, and were bowed still further within by a lynx-eyed and entirely obsequious Luigi—and simply disappeared. That was all. Where they disappeared to, and still more when or how they came back, no man, even the most watchful, could say.

Which being reported to that particular pillar of the Criminal Investigation Department who headed the section detailed to deal with the foreign sojourner in our midst, predatory or otherwise, he gave it his prompt attention. All Divisional-Superintendent Richard Carbrooke—garbed in his usual impeccable evening wear, although a dank, dismal evening— discovered upon a quite unheralded visit of exploration, was not only no mystery whatever, but one of the simplest phases of restaurant management possible.

Pounced upon instantly on arrival by the alert Luigi, the inquiry as to the possibility of a private meal met with instant and gratified acquiescence and a swift drawing of a curtain to reveal a small lift capable of carrying but two guests at a time. The curtain re-drawn, Luigi himself shot his important-looking guest to an upper floor, where he partook of a remarkably good dinner at a price in no wise unreasonable—considering the excellent wine and splendid service rendered by Luigi with his own hands.

A casual inquiry, upon leaving, as to whether one might not depart without braving the eyes upon the ground-floor finished whatever remained of dubiousness in two ticks. Conducting his guest down a small staircase, Luigi opened a door on to a side street. Many, as he explained with a wealth of gesture, of his guests preferred to enter and leave his establishment as privately as possible. There was a bell upon that door and, at any time, one push upon it and the whole machinery of the Pombola establishment began to work upon oiled wheels for the entertainment of so honoured a guest.

So there was the whole mystery of Pombola’s unravelled. Divisional-Superintendent Carbrooke, as he taxi’d back towards the West End, gave thought to a short, sharp, but entirely telling peroration to be addressed to the person who had brought this canard of Pombola’s to his ears.

“As harmless a show as—as Eustace Miles’s place,” he told himself witheringly.

It was a strange, a ghostly place of meeting in which, at the very moment of Superintendent Carbrooke’s entry into Pombola’s, twenty people were met in conclave, quite thirty feet beneath the floor upon which he stood. A place, moreover, that he would have pricked up his professional ears at the very mention of; though in all probability he would have pooh-poohed the very possibility of any such subterranean chamber or chambers existing anywhere near that particular spot. A Survey map of the vicinity for the early ’twenties of the last century might have given clue to it, but nothing later.

Upon the ground where Pombola’s and several truly terrible specimens of early-Victorian architecture have since been reared, there once stood the premises and, beneath them, the cellars of a famous vintner—a hearty old gentleman who imported his wines by the hundreds of barrels, and bottled and laid it down into still further hundreds of racks to mature. His house was burned over his head in the year of Our Lord 1780 by the Gordon Rioters, and what the throats of those worthies could not consume of his wares they turned on to run red in the gutters. The sight brought the vintner to a sudden end by apoplexy. The cellars were bridged over and built upon more than once—in time the very existence of these long, rambling catacombs was entirely forgotten. Pombola, nosing about for a storage for his wines, came accidentally upon an entrance to them. He did not spread his discovery abroad.

And if it were a strange place for men and women to gather by night, equally strange were they who used it. People amongst whom, seemingly, no man might know or trust his fellow—for that alone could be the motive of the long, voluminous black garment in which each was shrouded, and which, with a monkish, cowl-formed mask, covered from head to heel its wearer. Black amorphous shapes with nothing but the glitter of eyes to be seen through narrow slits—even the hands were hidden in the funereal folds—leaving no identifying mark whatsoever. In the dim light by which anything in this eerie vault was rendered just visible, no chance of later recognition was humanly possible. And from the words of one at the head of a long, bare trestle-table, there were yet greater precautions observed against any such possibility.

He was, if one might judge by height and the breadth of the gown he wore, a big and comfortably-bodied man; also, by the purity of his accent, an Englishman, and one of breed and education.

A jovial voice, too, at times, the note of a man who could see the humour of things; at others it rang ice-cold and menacing; a man to make himself understood—and feared.

“Written down here,” he was saying smoothly, suavely, “we have a complaint to investigate.” He picked up a small paper from the table before him and through the slits of his cowl-mask glanced at it. “It is from a sister of our number who is positive that one of us, a brother, is persistently endeavouring to pierce her identity.”

He paused; an angry hiss of condemnation ran around the table. From a woman, a voice sweet, softly modulated, and totally unexpected in such a place, came the words: “He knows the penalty, M’sieu le President!”

The other bowed in her direction: “He knows the penalty, sister, as you observe. Every soul here—if such things exist amongst us—knows that. But in case there are those of so lax a memory as to forget, or so courageous or foolhardy as to defy”— the voice snapped out like the crack of a whip—“I will repeat it—briefly. The unalterable rule of our Brotherhood is that no one of us, man or woman, shall seek to discover, for any purpose whatsoever, the identity of any who enter this chamber. Each has his work to do when he draws his lot— equally dangerous, equally punishable by law if detected; equally punishable by ourselves if avoided or neglected. No man or woman here need trust another; if he or she chooses voluntarily to do so, that is their own affair. Their folly be upon their own heads. Our system is perfection—I myself gave many hours of thought to it, and I assert it is perfection. A blind man admits each one singly. He does not speak to you—you are not permitted to speak to him. Each is robed and masked and ushered here before another is permitted to enter. You drop the identifying number you have been since our last meeting in a box, and draw another. No one knows that number but yourself. You go as you came—none but a silent blind man is present at your leaving—or permits another to follow within a given time.” His voice rang out, cold and inflexible. “If anyone, brother or sister, by cunning observation, for any motive, ulterior or otherwise, seeks to penetrate the mystery surrounding another—the penalty is death. Death—instantly, and without warning. The traitor shall not have time to sell his knowledge nor the fool time to work his mischief. That is all. Being, as we are, specialists in death in violent form, it should be sufficient. And now, to our business.”

A woman, not the one who had spoken before, asked an eager question:

“What of Pordalo?”

The man addressed made a little gesture of resignation.

“No later than two o’clock this morning,” he stated, with a humorous assumption of deep feeling, “I was aroused with very sad news of the Signor Giovanni Pordalo. He has been, I am informed, the victim of a fatal accident in the streets of Rome. An excellently managed job, one upon which the brother who had the matter in hand is to be heartily congratulated. According to our rule he is exempt from drawing a lot for two years. Receiving, of course, his full dividend from the activities of others. Pordalo, for a quite undistinguished carpet-bagger, really paid quite well. He is worth far more dead than ever he was alive. We were paid two thousand pounds in English money for removing him. Is any brother or sister empowered to lay any offer before us upon behalf of any persons or societies?”

A male voice, the voice of a young man who spoke in cultured French, answered him.

“Yes,” he said, rising. “I am empowered by a— a political society with which I am associated, to treat for the removal of Chicherin.”

“Ah,” uttered the man at the head of the table reflectively. “For a person of that eminence, brother, you should have something worth while …”

He got no further. A roar of rage from a huge figure stopped him. Stepping forward, the interrupter began in Russian a passionate outburst—a veritable verbal lava of burning words. Instantly from another side of the table another figure began translating them into crude English. Perfectly rigid he who was addressed as President sat; one could conceive that beneath his mask not one muscle of his face flickered as he listened. Certainly the eyes fixed upon the huge gesticulating Russian showed in them, so far as could be seen, nothing of any emotion whatsoever.

But suddenly, upon a wild crescendo from the big man, his voice snapped out; cold, harsh, commanding.

“Silence!” he ordered; but the Russian went on, unheeding.

From under the shroud-like sleeve one long finger, rigid as a rod, pointed directly at him.

“Silence!” came again, this time not loud, but in a tone so chill, so menacing, that the man spoken to paused involuntarily. “Stand away from the table,” he was ordered in the same tone. Singularly enough, for all his previous vehement, flaming passion, the other obeyed; but with dull heavy movements, as might a child who has been suddenly inexplicably and harshly corrected—he knows not for what.

“When you threaten in this place, brother,” went on the inflexible, deadly-quiet voice, “you forget. Just once again and, if dead eyes can see, I will show you a great pithed ox—a human ox. Have we, as a Brotherhood, politics that you treat us to this farrago? Have we, as a band, opinions— political, religious, or any other? Outside perhaps; here, no. We are mercenaries who kill without fear, favour or personal motives; business men and women who slay for the highest bidder. Outside,

I may be, for all anyone here knows, a staunch Conservative and a High Churchman; inside, I would consider a sound offer to remove either the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Prime Minister, or both, with a perfectly open mind. The one question to exercise me would be: would the dividend we should share for the removal of these eminent gentlemen be quid fro quo for the risk incurred? I might regret exceedingly the hiatus caused by the loss to public and religious life by the removal of these leaders of thought, but there it would end. Business is business.”

“If I had my way,” burst in stumbling, half-choked words from the Russian, “there would be a red altar in the centre of every city of this world, and, day and night, it would run still redder with the blood of …”

“ … of fools!” interrupted the other contemptuously. “In any city in the world outside your own barbaric, uncivilized Russia, the red altars of your blood-crazed imagination—a fine phrase, by the way, to come from an illiterate, fanatic dolt—would run with the blood of your own followers. Do you think a world-system built to what it is by an infinity of thought and labour is going to fall to pieces at the first blast of the tin trumpet of Bolshevism? Bah! Where has your trumpery creed gained one inch? China? America? Italy? Here in England? Bolshevism! Communism! The segregation of all capital into the coffers of the State. The rule of the Proletariat! Bolshevism—the greatest failure, and the most ridiculous, in the history of the world. That is my opinion; but should I have uttered it here but for your outburst of drivel? Certainly not. Keep silent and permit the brother representing those to whom Chicherin is an obnoxious person to proceed.”

“Might is not Right!”

It was from a woman the age-worn dictum came; a woman with a soft, mellow voice strangely like that of the woman who had first spoken—save that in the present speaker it vibrated with a passionate intensity. She spoke in remarkably good English, though both her accent and idiom were unmistakably foreign.

The President turned to her, a courteous, but pained note in his flexible voice.

“Sister,” he murmured, “you amaze me. And why not? Think what would happen if the brutal and totally uninformed masses seized the reins of power in this world? Capital dissolved into nothing at one crash! No trade, no labour—no one will work without money. Money, as such, will have disappeared. Result, no food, complete cessation of law and order. Starvation, ruin, anarchy, death. No soldiery, no police; no need of them. When all are equal and have the same, what is there to guard, to protect? Nothing. What, for instance, would become of such as us? There would be no one with money enough to pay us for our labours. Besides, with no punitive laws, murder would become just a commonplace—a private sport. Since Might alone prevents any such catastrophe, Might is Right—from our point of view. Anything other is unthinkable.”

He turned, apology in his voice, to the first speaker. “I regret that you should have been interrupted in your offer by one of those misguided persons who permit their political opinions to rob their pockets. Fortunately rara aves—in England at any rate. You were empowered, brother, to suggest——?”

“Two thousand pounds. My friends are not wealthy. We were once, but …” The speaker’s shoulders shrugged eloquently beneath his robe.

“Just so, just so. When autocracies fall, those nearest the autocrat must pay their share of the penalty. One can well understand that a—shall we say—removal here and there, when within the means, is undoubtedly balm in Gilead to the feelings. But the price, brother, falls lamentably short of adequate. By the time expenses were paid there would be nothing to divide. Purely as business, a hopeless proposition. Treble the offer, and I will put it to the ballot.”

“Impossible. We have not the money.”

A sigh escaped from the mask of the President. “Sad,” he said, “very sad. But I’m afraid … people must pay for their pleasures; even the new poor. Or go without. Has any other brother or sister a proposition to put before us? Anything which has money in it—for us? Money is the root of all evil—and the sheet-anchor of all existence. And, indubitably the labourer is …”

A faint, a curious intermittent buzzing sound stopped him. Rising, he crossed to the whitewashed brick wall and, at a touch, what seemed to be four bricks swung open, disclosing a small square cavity in which was a telephone. Picking up the instrument, he listened attentively a moment. Then responded: “Ah yes, I know him well, Luigi. A delightful fellow—and clever. You think he came here for some purpose? Of course he did. Why should he come without one? Men of his profession do nothing without a purpose. I hope you treated him well, Luigi—dinner, wine, everything? He has just gone? The side door—splendid. He may form quite a habit of coming here. In which case we—er—yes—we will confer about him.”

He stood a moment thinking, then returned the telephone to its hidden resting-place, closed the brickwork door and returned to his place at the head of the table.

“We were speaking,” he went on, as though nothing had interrupted him, “of the labourer being worthy of his hire. Well, who is the next to want his work? Anyone?”

The woman with whom he had crossed verbal swords answered him. Whilst he had been at the telephone she had been whispering eagerly with the giant, but with him she had spoken in free and voluble Russian. At the President’s question she advanced to the table—in her attitude a but half-veiled defiance—the deliberate and natural insolence of a beautiful woman aroused.

“Yes,” she said, “there is an offer; business to be done—and this time at a price that will go to the ballot.”

The eyes of the President at the table sought hers—dark, smouldering, flame-lit pools—behind the slits of his mask.

“A ruthless one this,” he thought. “A primal woman, who feeds upon her emotions and desires.”

“Everything that is worth while will go to the ballot, sister,” he said with complete urbanity. “Who is it that is marked out for sinister attention? And, more important still, what is offered as a suitable recompense?”

“Ten thousand pounds—in Bank of England notes.”

A hush, an almost awed hush, fell upon the black-clad figures. The atmosphere of the cold, dank place became tense—electric. Every eye turned upon the figure at the head of the table; all eagerly, some greedily.

“A noble sum,” he commented dispassionately. “In cash—not otherwise.”

The woman turned and looked at the huge Russian. At once he came forward and laid upon the table a flat package. It contained, the calm examination of the President revealed, ten Bank of England notes for a thousand pounds apiece.

“Ah,” was all he said, and looked questioningly at the man. “The victim?” he asked quietly.

But again the woman intervened.

“I speak for the brother,” she said insistently. “Except upon one subject he is inarticulate—and the brother opposite translates him badly.”

The President bowed towards her.

“Speak!”

“The man who is to die,” she said slowly, “is a member of the Government. What you call here a Minister of the Crown.”

“His name?”

“I will disclose it when the ballot is taken. We have no politics or country here,” she added, the mockery in her voice unmistakable. A moment the President studied her.

“I was only wondering, sister,” he returned with a sardonic chuckle, “just which of our poor lot was considered value for that amount—dead or alive.”

“They who pay—know what they pay for,” she retorted. “The ballot—and finish it.”

The President looked along each side of the table.

“We are offered the sum of ten thousand pounds to remove from his sphere of more or less useful activities a Minister of His Majesty’s Government. All in favour lift the right hand.”

Instantly the right hand of every person in the room, including his own, went towards the dingy ceiling.

“The man is sentenced,” he said slowly. “And no member of this Brotherhood shall inquire, or cause inquiry to be made, or in any surreptitious manner seek to learn the source from which payment for his death has come. That upon penalty of death.” Again he looked towards the woman. “The name of the doomed man?” he asked.

“I will write it down and hand it to you,” she answered. “When the lots are drawn the executioner can be made acquainted with the name of the condemned. That is within our rules?”

“Entirely,” he acquiesced complacently.

He took from her the slip of paper upon which she had written rapidly, gave one glance at it, folded it carefully and put it away in a pocket of his robe. Then he got up and addressed them sombrely.

“Upon the third night from now,” he said, “lots will be drawn of all our numbers, saving those who are exempt, by myself and two witnesses. The result will be communicated in the usual way and from the usual points at ten o’clock punctually. Let each one be ready for action. The drawer of the lot is to strike within four-and-twenty hours. Within a week of the execution we meet and share. That is dearly understood?”

“Mais oui, m’sieu,” came from along the table. “We share within the week. Of a certainty—yees.”

“Within a week of the sentenced man’s death, brother,” the other reminded him tersely, quietly. “We touch no pay until the work is completed.” He glanced along the others, the semi-whimsical note returning to his voice. “One last word. There has been a new patron in Luigi’s cafe to-night. It may have been but the blindest chance happening, but I think not. Should that stranger form the habit of dining here, it may be necessary for us to draw further lots—this time for an unpaid execution. The man in question is a dear fellow. I know him extremely well: a fellow of infinite anecdote, of peculiar charm. I should miss him tremendously.” He heaved a deep sigh. “But business is business, and self-preservation remains, as ever, the first law of nature.”






CHAPTER 1



THE SIGNAL IN THE FOG

UPON a certain night in November—the thirteenth, the superstitiously-inclined may recall to memory— London lay enveloped in thick fog; the most impenetrable, clammily-cold, soot-flecked visitation it had been inflicted with since the very early years of the century.

It descended suddenly at about seven o’clock in the evening, causing theatre-managers and other purveyors of expensive amusement to curse the English climate with heartfelt vigour of expression. In the squares of Mayfair many much more aristocratic personages, whose sacrosanct portals were later to be open wide to the elect, had cause to speculate on the success of their various entertainments.

By eight o’clock the fleets of motor-omnibuses had sounded their last despairing hoots and parked themselves up against such pavements as happened to be nearest when the density entirely overcame human vision. An occasional taxi still loomed up at the very feet of groping and affrighted pedestrians who, whatever else they were uncertain of, were quite positive that they were still upon the pavement. Such vehicles were invariably driven by ex-service men, inured during four years to the fact that life and death were all in a day’s job, and considered the fabulous sums howled piteously in their direction for succour good and sufficient cause to risk the lives, or at least limbs, of all concerned in the hazardous enterprise. But by half-past eight the greater part of even these indomitables had been forced to strike their flag—to bow to the inevitable. London was a place of the dead, swathed in an unearthly shroud of grey.

In no part of the city, east or west, was the murk thicker than in the narrow, never too well illumined streets of that cosmopolitan quarter, Soho. In that gridiron of narrow streets between Shaftesbury Avenue and Oxford Street no man could see his outstretched hand before him, and what pitfall immediately confronted his feet should he dare to move in any direction was matter for nervous, dismal conjecture. Men who had sojourned years in that quarter groped blindly along shop-fronts, hoping against hope that each moment would bring under their hands some landmark to guide them towards their favourite cafe or restaurant. The women ventured not, but stayed indoors and philosophically cooked spaghetti or omelettes upon gas-rings.

Yet, at somewhere about ten o’clock, a man stepped briskly out of a cul-de-sac off Greek Street, moving as easily and securely as though it had been a night of most perfect visibility. For a heavy man he had a curiously soundless movement, and going at once to the very edge of the kerbstone, he proceeded along it towards Old Compton Street without, apparently, being incommoded in the slightest degree. Either he knew and could traverse this tortuous district blindfolded, or he was one of those fortunate beings—and there are many—gifted by nature with cat eyes: the faculty of seeing perfectly in the dark. To give credibility to this latter theory was the fact that at one or two points in his progress he stopped suddenly, stepped off into the road and allowed some befogged individual to shuffle timorously past him; then he resumed his position and his progress with the same perfect nonchalance as before.

Had he been visible, which, most emphatically, he was not, he would have been found to be a person of arresting personality. A well-built, deep-chested man of anything between thirty and thirty-five; of so tremendous a breadth of shoulder that it made his height seem considerably less than it really was. His arms were inordinately long, and ended with huge, hairy and tattooed hands. The sun-blackened face set above a round, muscled column of neck was that of a Latin: Mediterranean-French or Italian, one would have hazarded at first glance.

He was an extraordinarily good-looking man, in a raffish, coloratura way, with bold, roving, heavily-lashed black eyes in which was that piercing intensity common among men who have lived long upon sea, veldt or prairie, or other places where eyes, to serve their owners, must travel great spaces. His head was small for a man of his size, the hair thick, and blue-black in colour, and setting low upon a narrow forehead; an aquiline nose, and exceedingly white, sharp-looking teeth set between full, ripe-red, sensual lips.

A physiognomist would have said that the face of this man showed great contradictions; that he was bold, resolute, and utterly lacking in physical fear was written in every line; also that he was not without a certain sly and subtle humour. But subordinating these were other indelible indications. Added to the physical courage was complete and utter ruthlessness. Behind the low brow there was cunning, quick distrust of his fellows. At the corners of the red-lipped mouth, cold cruelty lurked—a man this who would show scant mercy. But over and above all things in the make-up of his showy, raffish good looks, one thing stood paramount. Indubitably, whatever else he might or might not be, he was a great lover of women—but in one sense only. What became of them afterwards would assuredly be a matter of complete indifference to him.

And yet—with the usual provision for the welfare of her children—Mother Nature seemed to have created in the very man himself unmistakable warning; for about him, even in his most jovial, unguarded moments of pleasure, was an aura of cold menace. Beyond question M. Pierre Legaud, originally of Marseilles, later of the convict hulks of Toulon and Devil Island, and since then a temporary sojourner in most of the world’s great ports noted for the variety and quality of their wickedness, was a person for man or woman to give a wide, wide berth to.

At the corner of Old Compton Street he stood for a moment, listening keenly; then he crossed the road and, with the utmost certainty, entered a deeply-recessed doorway. Taking a key from his pocket, he unlocked a door set beside that of a closed and shuttered shop: a doorway indicating by the number of bell-pushes upon the frame that the upper portion of the building was let off in apartments—as is usual in that region. He made his way to a front room upon the topmost floor, and no mouse could have made less sound than did he in mounting flight after flight of stairs.

He opened one of the windows of his room, quite regardless of the bank of fog which quickly filled it, and stood by it, listening. Some near-by clock chimed, with muffled, feeble strokes, as though miles away, the hour of ten. Leaving the window, he crossed and, still without light, took from a drawer a pair of what were obviously very powerful marine night-glasses; these he trained upon what could only be the window corresponding with his own in the house opposite. From the grunt of satisfaction that emanated from him it was evident that the binoculars were capable of piercing the wall of fog, at any rate for the radius he needed. But that sound was immediately followed by something remarkably akin to a snarl.

“He is there,” he muttered, in remarkably good English; “and the fool has a woman with him— that big-eyed Russian, I expect. Mor’ Dieu! of all nights, this! Women—bah! What have they to do in such work as ours? For pleasure, to enjoy their kisses in idle hours—yees. For the rest …” He broke off with an illuminating shrug. “I do not trust them. Let a woman of a band take a fancy to one man, come danger and she will sell the lot to get him clear.” A grim chuckle broke from the red lips. “More than one woman has done it for me—why not for others? But, look you, Russian beauty, though by the rules no brother or sister may know of the identities of the others, Pierre Legaud has wormed out some of them, and you among them. Do not think you are safe because you have a big Cossack lover who boasts much. Make but one false move, and you will be found with your pretty throat slit. That on the word of a man who has kept the same promise to a woman before to-day.”

Something in the dank air struck him. He moistened one finger and held his arm motionless out of the window; a moment later nodding his satisfaction.

“Yes,” he told himself, “there is a breeze lifting from the nor’-west. Before long all this will clear. So much the better for whoever it is that has to-night’s work to do.”

Suddenly from the direction of the window opposite there came a strange sound. Upon a clear night it would have been recognizable instantly as a clap upon a deep-toned Oriental gong. The man in the window stiffened to the rigidity of a statue. Just as the chimes of the clock a few moments before, the sound stole out muffled, faint as though from a great distance, but to Legaud it was clear enough. In his own tongue and in a whisper he counted each sound as it came.

“Un, deux, trois, quatre, cinq …” And then it ceased.

He closed his window in the same noiseless way in which he seemed to do everything, then tossing the binoculars upon a bed, stole swiftly down the stairs again. At one landing he paused a moment, the deep groove of thought between his eyes. “Five!” he muttered cogitatingly. “And which of us is Number Five this week? Curse the regular shuffling of the pack,” he muttered, moving again; “it gets a man fogged. He, or she, who held that number last week may be ten, or any other, this, and again a different one next. And no man must seek to know his fellow, or … Nom d’un chien, but it would pay a man well to know whose hand will do to-night’s work—yees.”

Cautiously he again opened that front door; it moved inwards silently, without creak of hinge. At an inch or two he stopped dead, holding it rigidly. Someone was standing in the doorway! Without drawing breath he waited, then something came to his nostrils that brought a quick, perplexed frown to his swarthy face. It was a woman; and from the fragrance of her, the faint, delicate aroma of an expensive scent which emanated from her, she was a person of some consequence; no frail night-bird of the cosmopolitan underground world. That she was young some inner sense assured him—possibly also beautiful. What was such a woman doing there, in that place, at that time? The nimble brain of M. Pierre Legaud was working very quickly at that moment.

Suddenly from the lips of the unseen came something to petrify him with astonishment; the half-whispered, half-sobbed words uttered in a low, sweet voice trembling with agitation: “Number Five! Oh, my God! I must give warning! I must! I must!”

She stumbled out into the opaque grey blankness, and then the listener, a sharp hiss escaping from his lips, made his spring. The long arm shot out, the great tattooed hand came down upon something—the slight, rounded shoulder of a woman in a heavy fur coat. From her burst an involuntary cry of alarm, then, before the powerful fingers could close, with incredible swiftness she twisted out of his grip and sped blindly into the mist.

Instantly he darted after her; once was nearly upon her, could hear her short, panting breaths, just before him. Again the gorilla-like arm shot out and clutched: a handful of fur was its only prize. A muttered curse escaped him. Mais oui, but she was fast, this one; and lithe of body—young. So much the better when he had her gagged and carried back to that upper room. A fog was not without its virtues. He would quickly solve the mystery of her knowledge of the signal—or it would be the worse for her. And, he reflected grimly, the denizens of Soho attend strictly to their own affairs. A scream or two from a woman in a top room does not excite much comment. A woman screams for many things: rage, jealousy, overmuch drink—anything; let her go on screaming until she cools down again.

Suddenly the sound in front of him stopped. He charged forward, arms outflung to grip—nothing. He stood still and listened. Again a curse escaped his lips: as he had predicted, the wind was coming down from the north—the fog was most surely thinning. There was no time to lose. Which way, then? Had she doubled back upon her tracks? He thought not; rather had she perhaps had the luck to turn a corner. Again, which way—north or south? Or had she found a friendly doorway and taken refuge there? And then a quick, desperately-stifled sound fell upon his ear—the shuddering gasp of breath long held. Instantly he darted in the direction it came, to close exultantly with a slight fur-clad figure. One piercing scream came from her, then his hairy hand pressed upon her mouth and he lifted her bodily. The hand she bit to the very bone; then, in the second’s respite the act gave her, managed to shrill out the one word most efficacious in a London street, night or day:

“Police!”

From out of the fog, and scarce five yards away, a gruff voice answered her:

“Hullo there, what’s wrong?”

Through the murk the pin of yellow light from a policeman’s lantern came steadily nearer—to the doorway itself; then flickered upon a lovely, ivory-white young face of incredible beauty, even distorted with terror as it was. But it did not fall upon the features of M. Pierre Legaud; with the swiftness of an eel he had vanished into the fog. Not for him an encounter with those huge bulls of London police! Too quick they were to fish out a man’s past record in other countries. As for these hellish finger-prints that stamped a man to the last day he lived—curse that Bertillon who invented them for a meddling fool.

But it was not to that top room he made his way. Not so. Through divers alleys he sped to a conveniently sequestered cafe off Wardour Street, and there, wrapping a handkerchief about his lacerated hand before he entered, he seated himself at a table well removed from others, and ordered vin rouge. Not until the garcon had served him and gone back to watch a game of dominoes did he open his clenched right hand and long and earnestly examine the contents of his palm. It was a thick tuft of reddish-brown hair of great depth, softness and lustre.

“It is not much to work upon,” he told himself musingly, “but it is better than nothing. Smaller things than that have brought a woman to a bad end. Yees.” He drank his wine in one long, deep draught; then ordered more. His black eyes, glinting balefully just now, swept slowly about the room until they rested at length upon one of the domino-players. He got up and crossed to him. Across his shoulder he offered the tuft of fur.

“What skin is that, Boris?”

The other glanced at it carelessly, then a change came over his flat Muscovite features. He took it in his fingers, parted it carefully, blew into it, smelt it, and finally tasted it with his lips. Then handed it back with a sigh.

“Russian sable,” he answered; “of the kind only princes and nobles wear—curse them all.”

“What would a cloak of it to cover a tallish woman to the ankles be worth?”

Out of the tail of his eye the expert shot a cunning glance.

“Loot?”

Legaud shook his head.

“Ah, well. Two thousand pounds at the least.” He leant back and whispered behind his hand, “I can get you one thousand for it—under the rose.”

Legaud nodded.

“One day—yees,” he said. “But I am not ready to sell—just yet.”

Returning to his solitary table, once again he drank deeply, then, his injured hand smarting, he shook it, and smiled a long, cruel smile. Anything but pleasant to look upon was M. Legaud at the moment.

“You will pay for that, madame, or mam’selle, whichever you are, and pay for it body and soul. And when I am finished with you …”

Again the broad shoulders shrugged nearly to the ears, but he did not finish the sentence. Instead, his face relaxed and he began to whistle a gay little melody; one which, with its filthy words, had been enormously popular in the villainous Boca district of Buenos Ayres some two or three years back. It may have been that there was some connexion of thought between his unfinished sentence and that unspeakably foul hunting-ground of all human deviltry. It is something more than possible: a gentleman of varied interests, M. Legaud—all unhallowed.






CHAPTER II

THE DOWAGER DUCHESS OF CASALDON HAS AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR



A wit of one of the chancelleries of Europe once remarked of Maria Verbena, Dowager Duchess of Casaldon, that, like a diplomat’s widow, she lived in her memories of a thousand scandals. Which bon mot did but scant justice to that remarkably vivacious old septuagenarian; suggesting as it did that Her Grace’s interests lay entombed in some era of the past no longer of interest to anyone.

Those who had the favour of her acquaintance, still more those whom she honoured with her personal friendship, knew the exact reverse to be the truth of her. If ever there was a “modern,” it was this fragile-looking little old lady whose entertainments to the jeunesse of her set were easily the most sought-after features of the Season. An invitation to Her Grace’s beautiful Adams house in Berkeley Square set the social cachet upon all who received it. And above all were her doors open to youth.

“Youth,” she was wont to declare to such as bemoaned to her the tendencies of the present generation, “is the springtime of life. Only fools expect it to put up with the old stupid restraints. As long as they behave themselves decently, let them have their fling while they can.” And, being a lady of vast personal wealth in her own right, they had it, upon those dazzling occasions when she called the tune and afterwards paid the piper.

But upon one point Her Grace was adamant. To her house would come only those whom she herself had personal knowledge of; those whose names she had herself appended (in delicate old-world and slightly shaky calligraphy) to the white-and-gilt, ducally-coroneted cards of invitation her secretary sent forth. No “crashers” (to use a most expressive Americanism) would ever swallow up the floor-space of her perfectly-sprung dance-floor to the discomfiture of her invited guests; or still worse, gorge upon the viands and wines so lavishly provided, whilst the elect looked on and groaned hollowly. Which was what was occurring with monotonous regularity at the dances given by many of her nearest and dearest friends.

“I don’t know a quarter of the people who come,” moaned one such victim to her, “and neither does anyone else, that I can find. They just come in crowds, eat everything, drink everything, crowd my own friends off the floor, and then disappear—to inflict themselves on some other unfortunate, I suppose. But it appears that it’s done everywhere, so what can one do?”

“They don’t do it here,” Her Grace assured her fervidly. “For two-and-thirty years Cobley, my butler, has attended my door. He has my list of guests, and if any other than those down upon it can force in they’d be cleverer than they’ve proved so far. Not that this isn’t an entirely new idea in the last year or two. However, I won’t tolerate it here.”

It is not to be understood that the house in Berkeley Square was entirely given up to Youth. Very far from it. There were occasions when personages of a much greater stability of mind and habit gathered under the Town roof-tree of Her Grace. Men and women eminent in the worlds of art, music, literature, science, and even politics; world-famed names in many instances. It was astonishing how the little old lady managed, with all her manifold interests, to keep her thin, white finger upon the pulse of things that mattered. Indeed, in matters political, persons best fitted to judge freely acknowledged Her Grace’s prescience as to the tide of affairs to be little short of extraordinary.

But as a rule the young world and its elders mingled in perfect harmony at Her Grace of Casaldon’s. Grave, and sometimes great, statesmen fox-trotted their best with fair young things who looked to be scarce out of their teens, to the syncopation of the finest bands money could procure. Diplomats of all nations, painters of great pictures, winters of great books, all were to be found at her dances, and working as hard for their success as that indefatigable old lady herself. Wallflowers of either sex were non-existent: Her Grace routed them out of hole and corner with an energy worthy of a huntsman in a covert.

Such, then, was the true quality of the august lady who, at a quarter after ten upon this night of ghastly fog, was seated in her dressing-room, receiving the final touches at the hands of her confidential maid for her most exclusive dance of the Season.

From top to bottom the house was a blaze of light, a riot of colour, a very carnival of flowers, Footmen in the gorgeous maroon-and-white livery of the house hurried from room to room, busily making last preparations. In the dining-room an army of servants were, under the personal supervision of the majestic Mr. Cobley and M. le Chef, arranging a mass of edibles that would have fed an army—always supposing armies to be fed upon such delicious rations.

In the ball-room, upon a dais, the members of a band famed equally in London, Paris and New York were adjusting and tuning their various instruments. Amongst the workers, it was being whispered that Her Grace of Casaldon’s predilection for these particular purveyors of syncopation had cost her no less than a thousand pounds; they having travelled from Paris that day and given up a show in the French capital, expressly for the edification of her guests. Unquestionably, outside Royalty, they whispered, this was to be the affair of the winter Season. And what a night for it! Ye gods!

Her Grace, a silken scarf having been finally arranged across her still-graceful shoulders, got up from the dressing-table and surveyed herself critically in a long cheval-glass. Apparently what she there beheld was to her satisfaction, for she passed no comment, but gave instructions for her butler to be sent to her in her boudoir. In less than one minute that imposing servitor—a model to stand for all time as to just what a butler of super-aristocratic connexions ought to be—was standing before her, telephone-pad in hand.

“I trust,” began Her Grace, “that everything is in your usual splendid order, Cobley?”

Mr. Cobley bent his elderly, highly-starched frame into an obeisance.

“I hope I have everything to y’r Grace’s complete satisfaction.”

“The sweets and things here from Rumpel-meyer’s?”

“Everything, y’r Grace. Though how they got here a night like this,” he volunteered, “is a marvel. It is still truly horrible outside, y’r Grace, though I think it’s lightened a little since ten o’clock.”

“It will clear,” asserted Her Grace positively, quite as though she had received special revelation upon the point. “Fortunately, my guests rarely begin to arrive before eleven to half-past.” A sudden thought struck her; she glanced up sharply. “The band has arrived?”

“An hour ago. They have partook of a light repast, y’r Grace.”

“Excellent. I’ll take the telephone messages, Cobley.”

Mr. Cobley turned back the pages of his pad and read therefrom unctuously.

“Ringing at nine-fifteen, Lord Verrington deeply regrets, but in the condition of his bronchial-asthma, he is afraid …”

“Quite so,” interrupted Her Grace. “The next?”

“Ringing at nine-twenty-one, Sir Francis Winter-bottom gravely fears …”

“And the next?” again interrupted his mistress dryly.

“Ringing at nine-thirty,” proceeded Mr. Cobley, “Master Tommy wished …”

“I assume, Cobley,” interjected Her Grace blandly, “that you refer to my grandson, the Honourable Thomas Wrayne? Pray correct me if I am wrong.”

Mr. Cobley flushed deeply, and became a trifle more ossified, if that were humanly possible.

“The Honourable Thomas Wrayne,” he corrected himself; then, collapsing, entered upon a flurried explanation of his most unprecedented lapse into familiarity. “I should ask pardon, y’r Grace, for alluding to him as Master Tommy, but having done so since his Eton days, the habit has stuck.”

“Bad habits do,” commented Her Grace, a furtive twitch at her lips.

“Always,” went on Mr. Cobley, “with his entire approval, y’r Grace. When, after he came back from the war, I addressed him as Captain Thomas, he wanted to know what the … I should say, he inquired what I was ‘putting on dog’ for. A most affable young gentleman,” he concluded doggedly; “none more so, I’m sure.”

“If,” observed Her Grace very succinctly, her eyes roving amusedly over a uniformed photograph of the gentleman under discussion, “I might have the benefit of my affable grandson’s message, I should be greatly obliged.”

Mr. Cobley referred to his notes again.

“The Honourable Thomas Wrayne presented his love to y’r Grace and regretted that …”

“Don’t tell me he says he can’t get here!” demanded Her Grace sharply.

“ … that sudden and most unforeseen business would detain him for perhaps an hour later than his usual time of arrival,” read on Mr. Cobley with tremendous dignity. “That concluded, the Honourable Thomas Wrayne would present himself in Berkeley Square, if he had to crawl there upon his hands and knees.”

“Ha!” ejaculated Her Grace, relaxing. “He would, too, Cobley.”

“Nothing,” asseverated that gentleman with unshakable conviction, “would prevent him, y’r Grace.” It was quite easy to discern who was Mr. Cobley’s especial favourite amongst the relatives of Her Grace of Casaldon. “His message went further on to request that y’r Grace would reserve him at least two dances. A——”—Mr. Cobley referred to his notes, coloured highly and most obviously boggled at what he saw there—“a—a Black Bottom and a kick-Charleston. His expressions, y’r Grace— not mine.”

At this portion of her grandson’s message the withered old lips parted in something which, had their owner been slightly over seven instead of seventy, would have undoubtedly been designated a plebeian grin.

“Your Grace was also requested that, should Madame the Princess Vasiloff put in an appearance before it was possible for Mas—er, the Honourable Thomas Wrayne to do so, y’r Grace would speak for him for all the dances Her Highness would consent to save. Nothing further from the Honourable Thomas Wrayne, y’r Grace.”

“Any others?”

“Two, y’r Grace.” Mr. Cobley solemnly turned another page. “Mr. Wrayne had hardly left the ’phone, when Her Highness rang in person. Her Highness requested y’r Grace not to think she would not be present if she did not put in an early appearance. Something very serious had occurred which might delay her—but she was all dressed and ready to come as early as circumstances—and the fog—would allow her.”

“Serious, Cobley?” said Her Grace with a sharp glance at him.

“Her Highness’s own word, y’r Grace. Moreover, if I might presoom to mention it, y’r Grace, the lady’s voice sounded very agitated—highly so, in fact.”

“H’m,” uttered the great lady musingly, and lapsed into deep abstraction. Whatever the happening to be labelled “serious,” and bring agitation to the voice of this Princess Vasiloff, it was beyond doubt a matter of considerable concern to the Duchess of Casaldon. Her usually serene brow twisted into a hundred tiny wrinkles, her keen old eyes clouded in troubled thought.

They moved slowly, perhaps unconsciously, to a pastel upon her walls—the profile, by a great artist, of the head of a girl but scarcely entered upon womanhood. A face almost too perfect in its beauty to be credible. It had been limned before the present vogue of cropped and shingled heads, for the face looked out of an aureole of rippling, glinting, copper-brown hair dressed in almost peasant-like simplicity. But perfect as were the exquisite, high-bred features, delicious as was the smile from the delicately-curved lips, it was the great, dark, mournful eyes which dominated the face; the eyes of a child who, even in its short span, has seen and suffered unspeakable things—carried the load of unutterable despair.

“Ha,” sighed Her Grace presently, for the moment entirely oblivious of the presence of any other person. “You’re not entirely safe yet, Natalie, my dear. For all your assurances, you don’t really believe it yourself, child, and I feel danger about you—instinctively.”

“Y’r Grace spoke?” inquired Mr. Cobley politely.

His mistress came out of her reverie with a most unmistakable start; then collected her thoughts— and her placidity—with truly remarkable alacrity.

“I fear,” she continued adroitly, “your hearing suffers a little with advancing years, Cobley. I inquired,” she explained meticulously—and most mendaciously—“what further messages, if any, you had for me.”

Mr. Cobley drew a short sharp breath, stared a second, but otherwise gave no sign of his inward astonishment—and indignation.

“There is one more message, y’r Grace,” he returned, with the air of a man who feels he has a distinct grievance. Prefacing his reading with a preliminary “Ahem!” he recommenced, but this time in much the same awed tone as might some mere mortal of the Classic Age, entrusted with a message from the gods.

“Ringing just before y’r Grace sent up for me, and from the House of Parliament, the Right Honourable Sir Everard Denholme presents his compliments to Her Grace the Dowager Duchess of Casaldon and assures her that, though engaged in a full-dress debate in the House, nothing will prevent him looking in, if only for a few minutes, a little after midnight.”

“Ah,” commented Her Grace, in a slightly puzzled voice. “A singular message, but a very pleasant one. The Bolshevik business, of course. The Socialists and the Rads mean to make it hot for the Government. A great man, Sir Everard, Cobley. A very great man indeed.”

“The next Prime Minister of England, I hope, y’r Grace,” responded her servitor, bowing deferentially, a pious wish to which Her Grace subscribed heartily.

“That is,” she amended cautiously, “if the Party and the electorate hasn’t gone entirely mad.”

“Not to be thought of, y’r Grace,” asserted Mr. Cobley stoutly. “The country’s sound enough at the polls—when it gets the truth of things put before it.”

“Truth is a remarkably rare thing to encounter,” observed Her Grace whimsically. “It doesn’t seem to flourish in a political atmosphere. Unfortunately, the day’s gone when shibboleths would take its place.” She got up. “I will just make one brief round of inspection, Cobley; though I don’t doubt,” she added graciously, “that it is quite unnecessary.”

A sudden, an overwhelming thought flashed through her mind.

“Cobley,” she warned, “remember my final instructions. No soul to enter the house to-night without bearing invitation from myself—except such as you personally know to be invited, of course. Get the list of guests from Miss Fielding and have it by you. Instruct the footmen carefully.”

“Instruct the footmen carefully,” repeated Mr. Cobley like an automaton. “Y’r Grace may depend upon me.”

“I trust so,” said that lady. “Upon that point I am adamant.”

At which moment the deep-toned door-bell sounded in the hall.

Both stood listening.

“Scarcely late enough for even the earliest of my guests,” said Her Grace.

“And certainly not as the fog still keeps, y’r Grace.”

“Attend to the caller personally, Cobley. Explain that, whoever it is, I can see no one. Understand; no one!”

Mr. Cobley bowed and departed. Her Grace, almost as though thoughts of the beautiful girl she had called Natalie were still uppermost in her mind, turned again to the pastel-portrait and gave it further thoughtful contemplation. She had not moved from that position when her servitor reappeared, a considerably perturbed expression upon his usually altogether immobile features, and the silver salver of office in his hand. Upon this latter was a small screwed-up piece of paper, obviously torn in haste from a pocket-book.

“A message, y’r Grace,” he announced hollowly, “from Mas … from the Honourable Thomas Wrayne. Urgent and imperative, the gentleman who brought it said.”

Her Grace surveyed the decidedly undistinguished piece of paper through her lorgnette, but did not offer to touch it.

“This is very strange, Cobley,” she said dubiously. “What manner of person brought it?”

“To judge by appearances, y’r Grace, a perfect gentleman and dressed accordingly.”

Her Grace took the note gingerly between her soft, white fingers, opened it and read it in silence. Any doubts she might have entertained as to its being a genuine production of the Honourable Thomas Wrayne were dispelled at first glance, not only from the handwriting, but by its literary style. It was eminently characteristic.



DEAR GRAN’MA,—See bearer at once. His business is terrifically important. Absolutely imperative his identity not disclosed except to yourself, not even to dear old Stickin-the-Mud Cobley. Don’t delay him a moment, for your little Tommy’s sake—one of the Big Pots, really, and a good pal of mine.

Till I see you later to-night,

TOMMY.

P.S.—Stinking fog, this, but buck up.

PP.S.—Don’t forget what I asked—about Natalie Vasiloff and the dances. You know. Do as much for you one day. Cheerio.

T.



Carefully, very carefully, Her Grace folded this striking epistle and laid it upon her bureau.

“Take the gentleman’s hat and coat, Cobley, and show him up,” she ordered with perfect calmness. “I will see him here.”

“Very good, y’r Grace.” Mr. Cobley, a monument of human rigidity, departed, closing the door noiselessly.

It was but a minute until she heard his voice again outside it. He was asking a question: “What name shall I announce, sir?”

A well-bred voice answered: “Smith—Henry Smith.”

A moment later Her Grace was inclining her head towards a remarkably fine-figured man of perhaps five-and-forty, who bowed to her with the easy grace of a thoroughly au fait man of the world. A pleasant-featured man with a strong, determined face and very clear, keen grey eyes which appeared to take in herself and every object in the room in one sweeping glance. Her own bright orbs, but little less keen, noted additionally, perhaps subconsciously critical, that he was perfectly groomed and impeccably dressed from collar to shoes for evening wear. Undeniably an impressive person, Henry Smith— whoever he might later prove to be. On appearances Her Grace approved him highly.

“You may go, Cobley,” she said quietly; whereat, though itching with a perfectly human curiosity, that well-trained person vanished without a flicker of one facial muscle, and again closed the door upon himself.

“Permit me, Your Grace,” began her impressive visitor, “to offer a thousand apologies for my intrusion upon you at such a time, and to assure you that nothing but the most urgent duty would have allowed me to do so.”

“Duty?” echoed Her Grace, with an inquiring lift of her finely-drawn silver brows.

The man smiled.

“I should perhaps have introduced myself properly first. I am Richard Carbrooke, Divisional Detective-Superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department, Scotland Yard.”

“Ah!” It was a low, long-drawn note that came from Her Grace. Her own bright, intelligent old eyes, instantly become keen as two glittering rapiers, were fixed upon her guest’s insistently.

“You will understand, perhaps, Your Grace, why I used a note from your grandson to gain admission. I want no soul of your servants or guests to know or suspect that an officer of police is in this house to-night. I trust you will pardon the deception—it was necessary.”

Her Grace nodded slowly, thoughtfully.

“We depend, of course, implicitly upon the police,” she said graciously.

“Thank you. In this particular case”—the Superintendent’s voice dropped almost to a whisper— “the business which brings me is of far more than ordinary gravity. If information received by us no later than half-an-hour ago is correct—if the whole affair is not some senseless hoax, and we dare not neglect it, even if it proves to be—a terrible crime is planned to take place in or about your house to-night.”

“Here!”

“Or its precincts. It may be on a certain one of your guests arriving, departing, or it may be attempted while he is actually under your roof. We have no positive information. We are working in complete darkness.”

“May I ask what the crime planned to take place here is? Or which one in particular of my guests is threatened?”

Not for some seconds was any answer to that direct question forthcoming; then grim indeed was the face Carbrooke turned upon her.

“Your Grace,” he said earnestly, “I don’t know that, strictly speaking, I should answer your question, but I am relying upon your well-known discretion when I tell you that if what we have been warned of were to be successfully carried out, the whole world would stand aghast to-morrow. No man could estimate what the effect might be in Europe—very probably to embroil England in war. If our information is correct, what is to be attempted here to-night is nothing less than the cold-blooded assassination of one of His Majesty’s Ministers of State—the Right Honourable Sir Everard Denholme.”

“It seems impossible—incredible!” gasped Her Grace, gone very pale. “And who … Have you no idea at all as to who the assassins are?”

The Superintendent shook his head.

“That, Your Grace,” he said sombrely, “is at present known only to an unknown woman who rang up Scotland Yard at about a quarter past ten to-night from a public call-box. By her voice, a young woman, the officer who took the message declares, and obviously a lady. She sounded, he said, upon the verge of hysteria with either horror or terror. And that, Your Grace, is all we have to work upon.”






CHAPTER III

IN WHICH THE PASTEL-PORTRAIT STRIKES A NOTE IN THE SUPERINTENDENT’S MEMORY



“To my mind,” said Her Grace, after a moment of thought, “it would seem that the proper course would be to warn Sir Everard at once. To ensure against his blindly venturing into any danger. The loss will be entirely mine, but do you think he should be permitted to come here to-night?”

“Permitted!” The Superintendent ran his hand wearily over his smooth iron-grey-tinged hair. “Sir Everard is, of course, very well known to Your Grace personally?”

“Of course. From the beginning of his parliamentary career, I might say.”

Carbrooke nodded.

“Just so. And has anything during that time ever led you to form the opinion that he was a man who could be intimidated? In particular, intimidated out of a political position he’d taken up?”

“No,” agreed the Duchess. “I can’t imagine Everard Denholme being moved by threats.”

Carbrooke leaned forward impressively.

“Sir Everard,” he told her, “received a warning at the Houses of Parliament a few minutes earlier than we did at The Yard, and from the same unknown woman. He pooh-poohed it. He was specifically cautioned against coming here to-night. His answer was, we know, to telephone to Your Grace and assure you that nothing would prevent his being present.”

“Ah!” Her Grace gave a long nod of comprehension. “So that accounts for his most unusual message. I remarked upon it to my butler. I decided in my own mind he was referring to this terrible fog.”

“I wish he had been,” rejoined the Superintendent ruefully. “You can have no conception of the anxiety some of these statesmen give us. No doubt it’s all very fine and British and all that, but I wish they’d sometimes give a thought to the unfortunate police responsible for their safety. Especially at a time of strain and inflamed passions such as this.”

The Duchess gave him a quick, shrewd glance.

“You mean the Russian cleavage, of course? And yet, I should have thought …”

Carbrooke lifted a protesting hand.

“Politics,” he said, “are not in my line, Your Grace. But it isn’t in our police experience that governments connive at the murder of eminent statesmen, however obnoxious they may be to them. The Soviet Government would probably be thunderstruck to learn that any such business were afoot. For one thing, if such a political crime were committed at this moment, they know perfectly well that, innocent or guilty, rightly or wrongly, the charge would undoubtedly be laid at their door. Oh, no; it isn’t governments that worry my section at times like the present, but individuals; prompted to action, it may be, by some of the revolutionary secret circles.”

“Do I understand you that such organizations exist in London?” Her Grace looked considerably startled.

Carbrooke gave his dry laugh.

“Of every nationality in the world,” he assured her. “Bands of hopeless irreconcilables, driven out of their own countries for the greater part. London’s their Mecca. All fired with a fanatic zeal to redeem the world, generally at the expense of somebody else; anti-government, anti-capital, anti-religion, anti any form of social law and order whatsoever. Most of them just loud-voiced ranters—perfectly harmless; others, men who have brooded over wrongs, real or imaginary, until they see red. Rarely seen, these; never heard—dangerous at any moment. It isn’t an easy task to keep all of them under our eyes, to get inside their workings, ready to pounce when they’re preparing mischief. This may be one of the occasions, Your Grace; that’s why I’m taking no chances.”

The little Duchess bowed in complete acquiescence.

“Do whatever you think is necessary in my house,” she said gravely.

“Thank you.” Instantly the easy, polished man of the world disappeared; Carbrooke became the alert, keen-questioning, incisive officer of law.

“Have you any recently-engaged servants?”

Her Grace shook her white head very positivel .

“My footmen are young fellows born and bred upon my Wiltshire estate. The maids, girls trained by my housekeeper from leaving the village school. Cobley, my butler, has been in my service three-and-thirty years; my chef six.”

Carbrooke smiled: “Cooks,” he informed her, “seem to keep amazingly clear of crime. No outside assistance, Your Grace—I mean for to-night’s affair?”

“None whatever. My house is perfectly staffed for all occasions.”

“That seems clear enough. I perhaps need scarcely inform you that the place is surrounded by plainclothes men. Every entry and exit is watched. Another is stationed at a near-by telephone: the instant Sir Everard leaves the Houses of Parliament he will be ’phoned and will warn the ethers. Two of my men thoroughly acquainted with the features of most of the men and women known to be interested in— shall we say international politics?—will be placed in your hall to watch all comers.”

“My hall!” gasped Her Grace blankly.

“You need have no fear that they will ever be taken for what they are,” he reassured her. “We have special men for special work, Your Grace.”

“But I can assure you that no one will enter this house to-night without my written personal invitation,” said Her Grace stiffly.

“That will help tremendously. But even written invitations have been known to be purloined, Your Grace. So, if you don’t mind … It isn’t so much a man I’m afraid of getting in, but some perfectly-gowned woman with every natural attribute of birth and breeding, whom Mr. Cobley would, perhaps, never dream of disputing.”

Her Grace sat up very erectly.

“A woman?” she repeated amazedly. “Do I understand you, Superintendent, that women engage themselves in such things?”

Carbrooke smiled and got up from his chair.

“Your Grace,” he said grimly, “it’s an old axiom with us that if a woman is concerned in crimes of violence, especially if prompted by motives of hatred or revenge, look out for her. For sheer downright devilry, for cunning, for callous viciousness, for any and every treachery that will help attain her object, the average male is not to be compared with her. One last word, Your Grace, before I go to set things as I want them. Not a word, not a syllable to anyone.”

“Do you think I want my guests scared out of their wits?” she countered.

“Quite so. Above everything, no mention to Sir Everard that the police are in strength here.”

“If you desire it so,” she promised. “You have the idea he would object to your precautions?”

“It’s a singular thing,” he told her whimsically, “how great men resent having common care taken of them. That they are protected against their own foolishness seems to infuriate them beyond belief. And now …”

The Duchess rose.

“If you are going downstairs, Mr.—er—Smith, if I remember—I will take advantage of your arm. At over seventy,” she said with twinkling eyes, “stairs become things to dread.”

As they moved from the room, Her Grace, for the third time in the last half-hour, looked earnestly at that pastel upon the wall. Quite involuntarily the keen eyes of the detective followed those of his hostess, to fix intently upon what he saw. He stopped dead; so marked a halt, indeed, that the lady upon his arm glanced up at him inquiringly. She saw that he was staring fixedly at the portrait, a puzzled frown upon his face.

“You admire it?” she asked. “Literally a perfect face, I think.”

“Perfect indeed,” he agreed readily. “Almost too perfect to be a portrait. And yet”—he hesitated, the frown deepening upon his forehead—“I seem to have an idea that it is strangely familiar to me. That, somewhere or other, I’ve come in contact with the lady. May I ask the name of the original?”

“Certainly. It is the portrait of a very dear young friend of mine. I might almost say a ward. At any rate, I take the most tremendous interest in her welfare. That is Madame la Princesse Natalie Vasiloff. It was done by a young Viennese artist two years ago—the year, to be exact, that she escaped from Russia.”

Still closer became the Superintendent’s scrutiny of the lovely young face. To the old woman, watching him curiously, it was evident that he was struggling hard with his memory.

“Madame?” he exclaimed in considerable surprise. “Married so young! It seems incredible.”

“Widowed,” he was further informed. “Her husband was murdered by order of Bela Kun.” A cold, hard ring came into the Duchess’s voice. “Probably the one deserved fate ever meted out by that bloodstained monster.”

Carbrooke looked at her in surprise.

“A bad lot?” he ventured. “The husband, I mean ?”

“Unspeakable,” uttered Her Grace with complete finality. “Look at those tragic eyes,” she said suddenly. “Don’t they tell you anything—in the head of a girl of twenty?”

Again Carbrooke looked long and earnestly at the picture.

“Yes,” he answered thoughtfully, “they do. Tragic indeed. The Princess was fortunate to effect her escape,” he put in tentatively. “From what I have gathered, the Cheka doesn’t give many opportunities for such of the nobility as are left to get out of their clutches.”

“They, Natalie and a foster-sister, the child of a peasant nurse, were smuggled over the Volhynian border into Poland by an American who took pity upon them. Who he was, what he was, what he was doing in Kieff, where he helped them from, they never knew. He never spoke about himself, never mentioned even his name. Once he had got them safely out of that terrible country he put them in the train for Warsaw, lent them money—and just disappeared out of their lives as if he had never been. I heard afterwards—I have friends of some standing in the diplomatic world who manage to gather curious information if it is wanted—that there had been a young American of wealth engaged in amusing himself by running out nobility whose cases were desperate. One rumour said that he was caught and butchered with those he was assisting—another, that he slipped out by Odessa and got safely to Galatz. I don’t know. All that I do know is, that he must have been a very great and chivalrous gentleman, whatever happened to him.”

“Amen to that,” said the Superintendent sincerely. “And from Warsaw these unfortunate—or rather, fortunate—ladies got to England?”

“One of them—the Princess Vasiloff. I went to meet them in Paris, but before I got there, the foster-sister, Olga Vajansky her name was, had disappeared.”

Carbrooke stared at her.

“Disappeared!” he echoed.

The Duchess smiled; a wintry little parting of the lips.

“Nothing alarming,” she said, “though it put us and the police of Paris to a good deal of trouble. She had disappeared voluntarily and changed her name. They discovered her at length, living in a colony of Russians somewhere in the Montmartre district. Artists, poets, and so forth—nothing very reputable about them—or her.” The white shoulders went up in a dismissing shrug. “She was that type of girl, it seemed, and—well, there was an end of her. But for a long time it upset the Princess terribly—she was very fond of her. After all, they had been children together—playmates.”

“Rather unusual, that, isn’t it, Duchess? A little princess and a peasant child. One scarcely associates Czarist Russia with—well, anything quite so democratic.”

Her Grace shook her head sadly.

“In the ordinary way, perhaps not. But where those two girls passed their dreadful childhood, grades and distinctions were unknown—unless it were grades of human misery. Natalie Berenska that was, Natalie Vasiloff that is, was born out in the terrible convict settlement of the Yenesei, in Siberia. Her father, a rich noble accused of liberal sympathies, was exiled to the salt-mines. With him his wife and a woman of their household—the girl Olga’s mother. The Countess Berenska died at Natalie’s birth, and the child was reared by the peasant-woman with her own.”

“I understand,” said Carbrooke gravely. “A pretty ghastly childhood.”

“She does not say a great deal,” observed Her Grace, “but from things I’ve gathered, it was happiness compared to her brief married life.”

“The Princess,” he went on as they slowly descended the main staircase, “was fortunate in being able to get any of her possessions out of Russia. So very few of her class were able to, I understand.”

Her Grace smiled wryly.

“All Natalie crossed the border with was what she stood up in, and her furs. Even those she shared with that ungrateful girl. It was bitter weather. But for the money the American gave her, they were penniless. Instantly I heard from Warsaw, I cabled money, of course.”

“Then—pardon me if I seem to be asking a lot of questions, but”—he gave an embarrassed little laugh—“aliens in London without means—even princesses—are of considerable interest to us. I hope I make my meaning clear—without offence?”






CHAPTER IV



WHICH INTRODUCES AN IRREPRESSIBLE CHARACTER

At Carbrooke’s words the small, white-haired figure upon his arm stiffened visibly. She seemed, her escort noted, to become a foot taller in stature, and positively refrigerated in cold, austere dignity.

“Scarcely, I think,” she said with paralysing hauteur, “a term to be applied to my friend, Her Highness the Princess Natalie Vasiloff.”

“Ah,” thought Carbrooke, “noblesse oblige here— with a vengeance.” But he passed no remark.

“Particularly,” she continued in the same tone, “as, through the instrumentality of friends, Her Highness is engaged, with reasonable success, in business. There is nothing whatever concerning her needing concealment. Her place is in a small street off Oxford Street—very appropriately named Poland Street. There she makes and decorates leather-work for sale, and does it as ‘Nataluska’—her mother’s name. Additionally—though entirely against my wish—she lives there. If,” concluded Her Grace with marked succinctness, “the police should require any further information concerning Her Highness, there are many very highly-placed persons in London who will doubtless be quite pleased to give it.”

“Snubbed, stunned, and jumped on,” observed Carbrooke to himself inwardly. “Loyal old girl.” What actually and, he felt, lamely came from his lips was: “I sincerely hope Her Highness will be very, very successful.”

“She will be,” returned Her Grace, slightly thawing, “because she deserves to be.”

But for the next half-hour, and whilst his provisional brain was working at top tension upon the business immediately pending, back of everything, his subconscious mind was always revolving upon what chord it was that the picture of the lovely young Princess Vasiloff struck in his memory—his professional memory at that.

“There’s something,” he told himself doggedly. “There’s something to do with her—something that has to do with us. But where, how, or in connexion with what … I give it up—for the moment.”

And in that half-hour, one could easily say that Divisional-Superintendent Carbrooke was easily the busiest man in Berkeley Square and its vicinity. More than once he slipped from the house—to the considerable scandalization of Mr. Cobley, who never before had known such goings-on in Berkeley Square—and was instantly lost in certain dark shadows in and about Farm and Hill Streets. Then across the square to Bruton Street, and finally a considerable portion of Berkeley Street itself received his concentrated attention. At each stop he conferred earnestly with certain alert, active-looking men who listened intently to his instructions, then concealed themselves from sight in most unlikely places.

Upon his last quick visitation to the outer world, he returned with two men who, divested of their overcoats and superfluous outer clothing, proved to be garbed in evening-dress. One was the typical fair-haired, blue-eyed young Englishman of decent parentage, and of about six-and-twenty years of age; the other was palpably of very different origin.

He was, perhaps, some five years the elder of the two: tall, slim and lithe-bodied, with olive skin, dark, quick eyes, raven-black hair and very white, flashing teeth. Sartorially he was perfection, and his evening clothes were worn with a decided air. An intelligent observer would have put him down at first glance as a young Italian of decidedly aristocratic lineage.

As a matter of pure fact, Detective-sergeant Patrick Aloysius McCarthy was born of an Irish father and an Italian mother, and first saw light of day upon the top floor of a tenement in Saffron Hill. His vivid, dashing exterior was undoubtedly a heritage from his once-beautiful Neapolitan mother, and perhaps also from her came his cool, crafty and logical brain; as keen an organ as had ever been devoted to the hunting-down of his fellow-man. All the late McCarthy senior appeared to have contributed to the make-up of his son was an utterly incorrigible and unquenchable sense of humour, likely to burst forth at any moment, propitious or otherwise.

He spoke several European languages colloquially, and could eavesdrop with sound results in many more. His especial work lay in and about the purlieus of Soho, where, owing to an innate genius for the Thespian art, he could appear in one cafe as an Italian organ-grinder one minute, and in another, half-an-hour later, as an Austrian count, with apparently no aid of make-up but a change of clothes and manner. In certain branches of his work he was Carbrooke’s right-hand man and marked at headquarters for an early inspectorship, when—as the Chief Constable once coldly informed him— “you can get some of that infernal humour out of your system.”

It was this personage whom the Superintendent led carefully out of earshot of Mr. Cobley and glanced over appraisingly.

“You’ll do,” he complimented. “You look like a Balkan prince.”

“I wish I was one,” responded Mr. McCarthy instantly. “It wouldn’t be here I’d be.”

“Shut up,” ordered his superior, “and listen to me carefully. I want you to take a particularly hard look at a certain Princess Natalie Vasiloff when she puts in an appearance. There’s something back of my mind about her, and I want to see if she hits any spot in your memory.”

“And if she does?”

“Keep it to yourself until you get a chance to whisper me.”

“Right. Anyone else in particular?”

The Superintendent shook his head.

“Excepting, of course,” he corrected hurriedly, “you spot anyone that you’re dead certain is in on false pretences. In that case, you, Davidson, stick close and unobtrusively, while McCarthy routs me out. But for God’s sake,” he exhorted, “unobtrusively! Make no mistakes in this house, or somebody’ll be hearing a few sweet and well-chosen words from the Chief to-morrow—probably from the Chief Commissioner as well. So watch your step.”

“Bright prospect,” observed Mr. McCarthy satirically to his younger mate. “Prop the hall up, look the real thing, eye every soul who arrives inside-out, like a perfect gentleman would do, and don’t let ’em see you do it. If you’re not sure as to who a person is, find out; but don’t speak to anyone unless you’re spoken to. A tip-top chance of stopping a few automatic bullets if it’s business-only meant, or getting strewn about the place in pieces if they’re favouring nitro-glycerine this evening. All I’ve got towards it is a rubber truncheon. And if you escape alive, a good betting show of appearing on the carpet in the morning. What a game for a nice winter’s evening!”

But for all that, it might have been noticed that the pessimistic McCarthy managed to obliterate himself almost totally from sight during the next hour, when Mr. Cobley’s sonorous announcements of Her Grace’s guests sounded as though he were reciting Burke’s Peerage or Debrett from memory. And of those guests not one, male or female, old, young, or middle-aged, but did not come under the intense scrutiny of the eagle-eyed Detective-sergeant McCarthy.

And never once did his lean, finely-drawn figure move, his keen, alert expression change, until, after a slight lull in the stream of arrivals, a ring at the bell brought Mr. Cobley to his door, to bow into the hall a flushed, glorious vision of loveliness in a long wrap of magnificent fur, at the sight of whom the detective’s eyes half shut and his mouth compressed tightly.

It was evident from the easy familiarity of the butler’s greeting that this beautiful girl, for she was little more, was very much amie de famille in the house; equally so from the way in which she responded.

“Ah, Your Highness,” beamed Mr. Cobley. “You’ve managed it. Her Grace had your message. A truly horrible night it’s been, but better now.”

“Coblee,” she answered in a quaint, pretty, halting English, and a truly Latin gesture of dismay, “I am in great distress! My carte d’invitation—I have lost it! In the street! Oh, this fog! Her Grace, she will be displeased. I know how strict she is.”

Mr. Cobley, although slightly disconcerted, rose to the occasion gallantly.

“Although Her Grace gave most explicit orders upon the point, I can’t imagine her to mean them to be extended to Your Highness. Er—she is just in the Queen Anne room, Your Highness, if I might … ?”

“Oh, please, if you would ask her to be so sweet as to come to me.” A distressed note came into the low, musical voice. “I must speak to her before I do anything.”

The butler with another bow departed, leaving her, as she thought, alone. At once the girl’s face relapsed into a set, strained expression, and into the widely-dilated pupils of her eyes came a great, a terrible look of fear. That she was at the highest tension of nerves was obvious to the man watching her closely. More than once she placed her hand to her white, slender throat as though something there distressed her; when she withdrew it, he saw that it had covered a long, livid bruise. A woman almost beside herself, he marked; worried—distraught— desperate. What about? The line of his lips grew tighter; the half-closed eyes peered at her with renewed intensity.

Her Grace, hurrying into the hall, embraced her warmly; the girl kissing her fervently in the continental manner—upon both cheeks. Again she rapidly related her loss; despite her rigid and inflexible rule, the little old lady laughed pleasantly.

“As if it should apply to you, Natalie,” she protested. “Come upstairs, my dear, and …”

“And, Duchess,” the girl continued, with another adorable gesture of despair, “that is not all that has happened to me. An accident to my gown—the shoulder-strap has broken away.” She placed a hand quickly underneath the right shoulder of her fur. “Could your admirable Jennings put in a stitch for me? I would have gone back to change—but …”

“Natalie, of course! You could have the best of mine, but”—her eyes glanced lovingly over the slender, fur-wrapped figure—“I’m afraid, my dear, your own, even stitched, would be more becoming. I do wish that you would allow me to …”

“S-sh,” interrupted the girl, laying a finger quickly on Her Grace’s lips. “No—please! I owe you too much already—and I can manage quite well.” And slipping her arm supportingly through that of the older woman, they passed together up the stairs and out of sight.

The man Carbrooke had called Davidson glanced inquiringly towards his half-hidden confrere, but McCarthy, C.I.D., was staring as fixedly at the door as he had at those who had entered through it. But, by the strained expression of his eyes, if ever a man was flogging his memory, he was that man.

The other was about to pass some whispered remark when another ring at the bell stopped him. Cobley opened it to a well-set-up, pleasant-featured young man of about thirty.

“Good evening, Master Tommy,” he greeted effusively. “Good evening, sir, good evening.”

The young man grinned at him pleasantly.

“Hello, Cobley,” he returned. “Everything A I?”

“Everything, sir”—Mr. Cobley fixed his eye coldly upon the figure of Davidson, who had drawn himself up upon the new arrival—“that is, so far as I am aware.”

“Of course, of course,” murmured the Honourable Thomas Wrayne. He took off hat, overcoat and gloves and handed them to one of the waiting footmen, who bore them away.

“Her Grace received your message, Master Tommy, in full, sir.”

“Oh, right; thanks.” It was evident that Tommy Wrayne was preoccupied about something. “The gentleman called with my message?” he asked suddenly—and then his eye fell upon the two figures—the one gave him a meaning glance, but the man leaning against the wall behind the broad palm and apparently in a brown study took no notice of him whatever. Save that his eyes had covered him as he entered, just as they had the others, he had not stirred one muscle of either face or body.

“Where is the gentleman who called?” demanded the Honourable Tommy of Cobley. “Mr.—er—er … h’m.”

“Smith, sir? Mr. Henry Smith?”

“Oh, yes. Smith, of course. Where is he?”

“In the ball-room, I fancy. Or was a few moments ago. He—if I may say so—he seems to be all over the place. Her Grace, Master Tommy, has just gone upstairs.”

The Honourable Tommy nodded absently.

“Yes. He would be, of course.” He moved a step in the direction indicated, then halted. “No,” he said to himself; “I’d better slip up and pay my respects first.” Then he went up the staircase, three at a time.

As he went, McCarthy, C.I.D., followed him out of the tail of his eye. For the first time he spoke.

“The Super,” he whispered to Davidson. “Get him. In the ball-room. Quick.”

That gentleman moved with considerable swiftness upon his errand; the other lapsed back into his brown study; but he was particularly wideawake when Carbrooke strolled with apparent aimlessness to his elbow.

“Well?” he whispered sharply.

“I’ve got her,” was the equally terse but soft reply. “Can’t place her name for a moment—these Russian names are always ticklers and as alike as the devil. But that young lady, the Princess Vasiloff, is two things calculated to interest you. She’s wanted, for one thing, and she’s dangerous for another. That’s all.”

Carbrooke stared at his underling.

“You’re quite sure—positive?” he demanded.

“Do I ever speak until I am? It isn’t for me to offer you advice, Super,” he went on concisely, “but if I were in your place she’d be out of this house, with cuffs on, inside three minutes. That’s how positive I am.”

The Superintendent’s brow knit into a heavy frown. This was a man talking who knew his book. A worried, harassed expression grew upon his face. He was again about to speak when down the stairs, it the same pace as he had ascended them, came the Honourable Thomas Wrayne. The eyes of the two met in a simultaneous glance of inquiry. When Wrayne reached the bottom Carbrooke was beside him.

“Where can I speak to you a moment in private?” he asked quietly.

The Honourable Tommy looked at him sharply, then led him to a small smoke-room near the end of the hall, entered, and closed the door upon them.

“What’s the trouble, Super?” he asked at once.

Twice Carbrooke paced the floor, his chin sunk on his chest, before he answered.

“Wrayne,” he said suddenly, “I’m talking to you as an officer now, not as a friend. Answer me as straightly as you can. What can you tell me about Her Highness the Princess Natalie Vasiloff?”

Wrayne looked at him searchingly.

“All that anyone else can,” he replied steadily. “I’ve known her since the day my grandmother brought her to England. I know her whole life here, and her struggle to be independent.”

“Nothing more?”

“Yes.” A certain stiffness showed in the Honourable Thomas Wrayne’s sturdy attitude; a certain doggedness at the corners of his mouth. “I don’t know why you’re asking, Carbrooke, but I assume you have good and sufficient reasons. To answer you. I know her to be the best and bravest woman in the world; a woman whose whole life up to now has been a hell. And I’ll tell you something else that I wouldn’t, at the moment, say to any other man; but you’ve been awfully decent to me in many ways. If she isn’t my wife within a year, you can say that Tommy Wrayne’s luck is dead out—and permanently.”

“Ah,” said the elder man, and stood a moment in thought; then, crossing the room, he clapped the other upon the shoulder in entire friendliness. “Thanks,” he said shortly. “And best of luck,” he added, leaving the room.

McCarthy, C.I.D., turning, found his superior again beside him, regarding him seriously.

“Mac,” he began quietly, persuasively, “no one is infallible, of course, and it’s a rare thing for you to make a bloomer like that, but …”

McCarthy shook his sleek black head adamantly. “You couldn’t move me in a hundred years,” he declared with unshakable finality. “She’s ‘wanted’ —and dangerous. I don’t forget faces, but, like you, I can’t just fix her. It may be that it’s on the Continent she’s wanted, and it’s a photograph I’ve seen. Can’t say, but somewhere—and labelled ‘dangerous.’ ”

“There are amazing doubles, McCarthy—as we know. And occasionally find out to our discomfiture,” Carbrooke added significantly. “And don’t forget, we daren’t take the faintest shadow of a risk so far as she’s concerned.”

McCarthy nodded silently, then fixed his eyes dreamily upon the door.

“Listen,” he said in an earnest undertone. “The first thing is that she’s come without her card— invitation, whatever it is. Lost it in the street, she told Old Pomposity there. The second, she’s deadly pale, wide dilatation of the pupils of her eyes—and she’s got some eyes, I can tell you—and altogether in a state of nerves. Her hands were trembling—so was her voice. Third, she’d had a fight with someone before she came here—and in the street.”

“Oh!” uttered Carbrooke impatiently. “Princesses don’t fight in the street, my lad.”

“Not as a rule, but this particular one had been,” was the imperturbable reply. “She had a big, livid bruise on her neck—and that dead-white skin both bruises and shows it quickly. She told the Duchess that the shoulder-strap of her frock had broken away —an accident. It hadn’t; it had parted completely, because when she put her hand under her fur, I spotted that she had it loose in her hand. The weight of her furs had kept it in place. Torn away, Super; not broken. Also, the toe of the left shoe was trodden down and by a muddy boot. Both stockings splashed.”

“In that fog,” his superior asserted, “anything …”

“Fog,” interrupted Mr. McCarthy mildly, “didn’t tear a chunk of fur out of the right shoulder of her coat, nor yet a wild tiger roaming about, or any other form of animal but a two-legged one. It’s your circus—not mine; but if you’d seen her arrive, as I did, you’d have known instantly that she hadn’t just come here to enjoy herself. She came because something, someone, if you like, forced her here— she had to come. Now on the evidence …”

Out of the corner of his eye Carbrooke saw Tommy Wrayne moving towards them.

“For Heaven’s sake,” he growled, “shut up—and let me think this thing out.”

“Carried unanimously,” said McCarthy cheerfully, and spoke no more.






CHAPTER V



BLIND BENITO MASCARI

Just how many years it had been since Blind Benito appeared first in Soho, none could exactly say—but some few. Every shopkeeper along a certain route knew the sightless semi-dwarf with the huge head and upper body, and the ridiculously short, bowed legs. For the matter of that, to find anyone in that cosmopolitan corner who was unaware of his existence would have been a difficult matter. Every cafe lounger knew the man who, with no sight to aid him, could sit down in a circolo of domino-players and beat one after the other with those concave spotted dominoes he always carried. The Italian quarter would have backed Benito to its last lira against any other player in the world.

And, so surely as seven o’clock of the morning came, punctually to the minute did the blind man come from a certain house in Old Compton Street where he inhabited a top attic—a place with a dormer window opening on to a vista of more or less flat roofs, upon which, so the curly-haired and sloe-eyed children whispered, Blind Benito kept millions of pigeons—and other birds.

And always he travelled the same road at exactly the same pace, and never had Benito been known to use even a stick to assist him; rumour had it he counted his steps and knew to a unit just where he was. So many paces along Greek Street, across Oxford Street into Rathbone Street. So many along nearly the length of Charlotte Street, into the curiously-named Chitty Street, where, it was understood, Benito earned the daily crust as kitchen-man in a large private house. Just how he managed to perform those onerous duties was not entirely clear—particularly amongst such—and they were legion in that district of restaurateurs—as were themselves of the same arduous profession. For, they positively asserted, as a kitchen-man was expected to own quite eight hands and at least a dozen pairs of eyes to give even moderate satisfaction, how Benito got on was, to put it mildly, one of the insoluble mysteries.

It was partially accounted for by the fact that his employer, whoever he might be, was also of the fraternity of bird-lovers; a fact unassailable, as several casual venturers into that short thoroughfare could prove. Above the tall, narrow house where between the hours of 7 a.m. and 7 p.m. he worked, were to be seen the same wired bird-houses, so alike in structure as conceivably to have been erected by the same hand. Pigeons also abounded, morning and evening, upon and about that roof, just as they did upon Benito’s. But it was doubted that they were of the class of the renowned racing birds of the blind man, which, it was known, had come back to their roof in Old Compton Street in hail and storm from even so far afield as San Sebastian in Spain—one even, it was breathed with awe and reverence, from Holy Rome itself.

And there were other, greater birds than pigeons which Blind Benito had proved himself to be not only possessed of, but entirely their master. When the tiny restaurant of Olinto Lombardi in Frith Street had been suddenly invaded by rats, the hordes of which looked remarkably like eating Olinto out of house, home and business, it was Blind Benito who settled matters when all else failed.

One evening, and with a white-headed owl upon his arm, much as falconers of old carried their feathered hunters, he appeared at the Lombardi caravanserai and demanded to be shown, with his particular feathered hunter, to the rat-infested cellars. He left it there in the darkness for a week, with nothing but water. At the end of that week the mound of rodent skeletons, carefully denuded of every particle of flesh, was something to marvel at. And from that date no trace of a rat has ever been seen in the Lombardi establishment.

Again, when a similar plague descended upon Luigi Argona’s—another such palace of edibles— in Great Chapel Street. There the ravening brood did not confine themselves to the lower regions, but, it was asserted, once tried to make a meal off Luigi’s signora whilst abed. The owl Blind Benito brought to deal with these venturesome depredators was of an even larger variety: one, moreover, whose eerie screeches in the small hours of the morning were such that the bambini of the Argona brood had frequently to be resuscitated from fainting-fits brought on by sheer terror. But the result was the same: one week, a pile of fine-boned skeletons— and the colony departed from Luigi’s without undue delay. Which established beyond question the fact that Blind Benito’s collection included, at least, two huge owls which, if no good for anything else, were peculiarly competent to deal with rats.

It was one of these strange nocturnal creatures which gave Detective-sergeant McCarthy the shock of his not uneventful life. Upon a dark, gloomy evening, drizzling steadily, the sergeant, in one of his many professional coloratura representations of the Italian character, was performing from the gutter of Sutton Street upon a wheezy, mournful-noted hurdy-gurdy. Suddenly, and without the slightest warning, there came upon the air immediately over his head the beating of great wings, a strange, harsh scream assailed his ears, and above him he beheld two great, greenish-white orbs glaring down at him.

Upon the instant Detective-sergeant McCarthy, who would have faced the toughest gang in Soho with his bare fists and, given his rubber truncheon, the Devil himself, with perfect equanimity, let out a squawk not far behind that of the monstrosity (whatever it might be) which had swooped upon him, ducked his head, grabbed his most unmusical instrument and dived into an adjacent doorway, there prepared to defend himself to the last gasp. His agitation was profound, but nothing to that of the small, red-jacketed monkey which had been hired out to him as part and parcel of the musical equipment. This sagacious creature, terrified out of its small wits, clambered to a sound strategic position underneath the detective’s slouch-hat and there clung on tooth and nail, chattering like a thing possessed. It took some removing.

Mr. McCarthy, peering out after the sound of swishing wings had faded completely from earshot, saw the blind man standing not many yards away, and obviously, from the acute cock of his great, ungainly head, listening keenly. Gripping the monkey under one arm and the hurdy-gurdy under the other, he accosted him. He knew who the blind man was; had, indeed, often speculated upon him idly, though entirely in pity. To a man possessed of all his faculties, a blind person who gets about a job without whine for alms or sympathy is always a genuinely pitiful object.

“What the devil was that?” he demanded in English, completely forgetting in his agitation the Italian character he was personating. When the fact did flash back to his mind it was too late; Blind Benito was already answering him in remarkably good English:

“Jus’ a poor owl, signor. My pet. He do no harm—jus’ fly back to his roof. Si! I teach him so—jus’ like the pigeon to race home. So leetle a distance at one time. Yes. The poor t’ing, he is cage all day, at night he want to fly—yes?”

“D’ye mean,” demanded McCarthy, “he can find his way home a dark, dirty night like this?”

“What else, signor? In the day he not can see at all. That the night is dark, or wet, it is no difference. Not any more than to me should there be a fog of your London.”

“No, of course not,” agreed the sergeant hurriedly. “I was forgetting about owls flying by night. But what the blazes did he want to sweep down on me for?”

Without hesitation the tremendously powerful hand and arm of the blind man stretched out and touched the fur of the trembling little simian under the detective’s arm. “He see this one,” he said, “and teenk him, maybe, a rat.” The big fingers moved gently up and down upon the monkey’s coat. “Nice lit’ fella,” he almost crooned. “Beeg pity that owl fella he should get you. Si! But,” he went on, “he notta do any harm to peoples or bambini. He jus’ fly straight home an’ sit an’ watch for rats. No good is rats, signor.”

Mr. McCarthy having expressed wholehearted approval of any slaughter of rats, whether human, animal or feathered, moved upon his way. At the corner of Soho Square, he glanced back, to find the blind man had not moved but to turn in the direction he himself was receding. Upon his face was still that strained expression, as of a man listening intently for something.

Which experience being related to Carbrooke— an hour later, when, the barrel-organ and its simian embellishment having been returned to their owner, Mr. McCarthy was abroad in a totally different get-up—the Superintendent was moved to ribald and entirely unsympathetic laughter.

“You can laugh all you like,” the sergeant concluded, “but I’ll bet you wouldn’t have, had it been you. I’ve often heard my father talk about the banshees in Ireland. I thought one had hold of me then.”

“What d’ye know about this blind man? Ever been through our hands?”

McCarthy shook his head.

“No, nor ever likely to be. I’ve got all we need to know about him. All he ever does is to go to work in the morning and come back in the evening. He’s a great domino-player, and sometimes, on feast days and that sort of thing, he plays the big accordion in a cafe or two. Pretty hot at both, but neither is criminal.”

“The accordion ought to be,” grunted his superior. “Any crooks or suspects among his acquaintances?”

“Not more than any other adult in Soho. It’s a clever man who knows how his friends live in this quarter.” Again he shook his head. “No, I’ve run the rule well over Blind Benny, and there’s nothing crook about him.”

“Then he’s of no interest to us,” said the Superintendent abruptly. “We’ve got all our work cut out with those who are.”

“There’s only one thing,” put forward the sergeant ruminatively, “is he allowed to keep a bird-farm on the roof of a dwelling-house? Doesn’t the Ministry of Health …”

“Damn the Ministry of Health,” interrupted Divisional-Superintendent Carbrooke flatly. “That’s their job—not ours. And if you think my section of the C.I.D. has nothing better to do than run around trying to stop a poor blind devil keeping a few pets, my son, you’re away off it.”

“Owls,” interjected the sergeant feelingly. “Queer pets to be winging about over the West End streets at night.”

“I don’t care if they’re ostriches,” retorted his superior forcibly, then added scathingly: “Do a poor devil who can t see of perhaps his only home company! I’d as soon think of putting my hand in his tin.”

“He hasn’t got one. He manages to work—as I’ve told you.”

“More power to him. Leave him and his owls alone, Mac.”

“If ever you see me touching one of the infernal things,” Mr. McCarthy assured him soulfully, “you can have me put back into blue clothes! He may not be able to see, but, by gum, they can.”

But if Blind Benito were not able to see with his eyes, he most unquestionably was able to see and realize both things and people by other compensatory media—as was most unexpectedly brought home to Detective-sergeant McCarthy within some few weeks of the departmental discussion related above. The blind man began suddenly appearing upon the street with an inseparable companion. Morning and evening that companion accompanied him upon the walk to and from Chitty Street; and when, later, Benito came forth to play at dominoes or join in the eternal high-pitched argument—Fascism, pro and anti—he was still so accompanied.

Not human, this silent friend, but a huge Danish boarhound, that stood nearly as high at the shoulder as the misshapen man he so obviously guarded. A dog of the white-and-blue-patched colour known as harlequin; who glared at all things other than his new master out of one gleaming, savage red eye. He was heavily muzzled, and growled fiercely at any who attempted friendly amenities towards him. When Benito sat and talked, he stretched his great length before his feet; that menacing eye following every soul who moved. Let but a man lift his voice too loud in argument pro patria, and a growl came from that deep, powerful throat to chill instantly his ardour.

And one night in a certain circolo, there was Detective-sergeant McCarthy—a particularly vivid personage indeed this night, in an open-necked mauve shirt and flowing artist’s tie. He was, additionally, addressed by the company he had done much to entertain as Carlo, and beyond question this Carlo was a highly popular fellow amongst them.

“Your hound, Benito,” he called chaffingly in the perfect Italian of his mother, “looks more like a wild beast than a blind man’s dog.”

Strangely, it was in English that Blind Benito answered him.

“Ah, yes, signor,” came the calm reply. “I cannot see him, for myself.”

“Ha, old fraud,” interjected another genial voice, “you can see better without eyes than many who have them. And why answer Carlo in English?”

The blind man smiled—a long, enigmatic smile.

“Because it was in English that he last spoke to me,” he returned in Italian. “The English of an Englishman. He has forgotten, perhaps. You were saying—about that I see. Yes; better than most who are not blind—with my ears. If you may more depend upon any one thing in the world than that Benito Mascari will never forget a voice, it is that he will never forget a footstep. Let a man speak— once—I have him for twenty—thirty years after. Let me listen to him walk a street—not for the rest of his life shall I miss him. If he counts upon that, there will come a rude awakening for him some day—perhaps.”

Mr. McCarthy, C.I.D., said nothing; inwardly he uttered one cold, succinct word: “Damn!”

“And our friend Carlo is nervous of animals— even birds,” went on the calm, dispassionate voice. “There is one night I can remember when an owl frightened him so that his teeth chattered.”

Whereat Detective-sergeant McCarthy laughed vacuously—and wished himself to the devil before he’d ever passed comment upon Benito’s savagelooking brute. He got up carelessly.

“So? I do not recall it,” he said, in his perfect Italian.

A little later, moving to the door, he found the blind man at his elbow, his hand upon the broad collar of the boarhound. Something, some impulse he could not repress, urged him back to the subject.

“Why so sure it was I your owl frightened, Benito?” he asked with a carelessness he was by no means feeling.

It was a matter of some seconds before the other spoke; during them the large, staring eyes fixed upon his face as steadfastly as though every movement of feature or muscle was plain to them.

“Your voice, signor, as I said. And more than all, your step as you walked away. I marked that step because it belonged to a fraud—a man who was other than he wanted to appear.”

“Eh!”

“You had an organ and monkey, but you were not Italian,” continued the low voice. “When ever did an Englishman beg in the streets of Soho in that way—unless it was that he did it with a purpose? So I mark your step that I shall not forget. Many nights, in many places, that step has been near me. Sometimes you spoke, to prove it, though never to me. Sometimes you kept silent. It was all the same. I knew you were there. And you have many names, signor, in the quarter. Sometimes you are Luigi, sometimes Enrico, sometimes Pietro, and now Carlo. All of them Italian names—and you are not an Italian. So, signor”—a stiff, an iron finger touched the sergeant upon the chest; “one can have too many names in Soho. If it means that each name means a different face and a different man, be careful. There are those around here who do not like men of many names. And those they do not like they have a knack of dealing with—quick. Si! Buona sera, signor—and listen to a wise word.”

He passed out, his hand upon the collar of the great hound, and, with that measured step, went steadily along the street and out of sight. Nor did Detective-sergeant McCarthy follow. Still less had he any inclination to ask Blind Benito any further questions—just what his warning meant, for instance. It was sufficiently cheerful to know that even one soul in the quarter knew him for a person quite other than what he seemed to be. Let that person drop a hint in any one of a number of directions, and the sphere of activities of Detective-sergeant McCarthy, C.I.D., would rapidly become extremely limited in Soho. So limited indeed, that a knife in the back, out of some black cul-de-sac, looked something more than imminent.

But why, if the blind man had had him taped for some weeks, had he passed no whisper around? To McCarthy the answer was obvious: Blind Benito Mascari was just what he seemed—a simple, good-natured fellow who wished no harm to anyone. Hence his warning. It was with a long-breathed sigh of relief that he retraced his steps into the cafe and reseated himself.

A discussion had arisen upon dogs. A big and powerfully-built man with an unusually sun-tanned face was demonstrating something to a silent audience.

“See you,” he was exclaiming, “a dog like that of the blind man is easy. Mor’ Dieu, yees. He springs—so. A man of strength grips at his throat—so. Then one quick rip of the knife up—so! Bah! it is over. If that chien of the blind man sprang for me, I would show you him dead in thirty seconds. I should make him acquainted with the strongest grip of the throat, and nine inches of the sharpest bit of steel in London to-night. That, upon the word of a man who has settled worse things than this dog of Benoit—Benito—whatever he is called.”

With which confident assurance, concluded by one of his most grandiose gestures, M. Pierre Legaud resumed his seat and loudly ordered more vin rouge.

“Now who the devil might you be, my boasting friend?” murmured Detective-sergeant McCarthy, eyeing him covertly. “You’re a new face to me— Southern French, and too glib about sharp steel to be healthy. And I’ll bet you’ve got a useful sample parked upon you, and quite get-at-able at a pinch. I’ll run the rule quietly over you before long—and see what you measure up.”

And here, most singularly, upon this present evening, whilst adorning—as he whimsically put it—the hall of Her Grace the Dowager-Duchess of Casaldon’s house, try as he would to keep that alert brain of his pinned down to the subject of this lovely, dubious Princess Vasiloff, nothing would prevent the picture of the blind man of Soho and his ugly canine friend intruding upon it. Concentrate as he might upon the one—so surely, in a few seconds, would the other oust it determinedly. And at length the mental picture of Blind Benito began to be joined by another even more insistent, and far more malevolent—that of the powerful, sunburnt man with the handsome and wicked face who had descanted and demonstrated with such superb confidence upon the speedy annihilation of huge and savage dogs. The Southern Frenchman who worked his pleasant spells with a strangler’s grip and nine inches of the sharpest steel in London! At this moment Mr. McCarthy, with the frowning, anxious face of his chief quite visible out of the corner of his dark, sparkling eye, had not the slightest wish to contemplate, even mentally, these two worthies, but there they were, and there, for all he could help it, they meant to stop.

“Now what the devil do I keep thinking of that pair for?” he demanded of himself worriedly. “There’s no connexion. I’m certain of that. Yet every time I try to get her placed, up they pop. Princess Natalie Vasiloff, the friend of the rich and grand; Blind Benny, the friend of the poor and dirty, and this French bully who doesn’t look as if he’s the friend of anybody. It’s not a logical triangle. It won’t work. In fact, it’s plain damn silly.”

With which disparaging apostrophe he surveyed himself in an adjacent Empire mirror, straightened his already perfectly-tied bow, smoothed his already glittering smooth hair, and settled down to an adamantly determined concentration upon the Princess Vasiloff. In less than five seconds his mental eyes were staring straight into the bold, glancing ones of the big Frenchman.

“Well, I’ll be … phew!” he ejaculated aloud.

“What?” snapped Carbrooke, turning in sudden and most unexpected questioning.

“Nothing,” answered the imperturbable McCarthy. “I was talking to myself—to kill time. I was just telling myself that if I was as superstitious as my old man was I’d be beginning to think I’d inherited at least one of the tricks of my grandmother from the County Kerry.”

“And what might that be?” The Superintendent sounded exceedingly terse.

“What they call, the vision—second sight. You see things, y’know. Crimes, deaths, births and marriages, and all that, before they’re done. Or perhaps it’s after. I forget. I’ve been seeing people— and animals.”

“Owls, perhaps?” suggested Carbrooke witheringly.

Very little like the eyes of a seer of visions were those which turned upon him quickly.

“That’s not a bad shot,” said Mr. McCarthy musingly, but more to himself than to his superior. “Only you can’t see owls committing their crimes, before or after, because they don’t move till dark. But there’s the strange part of it—owls can see you commit crimes; the darker it is the better they see you. Doesn’t strike me as fair dues, that—come to think of it.”

Detective-Superintendent Carbrooke breathed hard.

“I’m looking at one crime after it’s happened,” he mentioned in a low, choked voice.

“Ah, yes?”

“I’m looking at a man I’ve recommended for an inspectorship,” he went on in the same tone. “And if that isn’t …”

But whatever that recommendation was, or was not, in the Superintendent’s matured opinion of the moment, it was not destined to become known just then. Her Grace, a determined look upon her smooth old face, came from the drawingroom and touched him upon the elbow.

“Have you had any news?” she asked quickly.

“None, Your Grace.”

“Very well, then. I’ve been thinking it over. The situation as it stands is not fair to anyone. To Sir Everard, my guests, myself—or you. I am determined to end it. Kindly get me the Houses of Parliament and Sir Everard, or his private secretary, young Bullamy, upon the telephone.”

A quick light came into Carbrooke’s eyes.

“With what object, Your Grace?” he asked quickly.

“I am going, for the occasion,” she answered firmly, “to forbid Everard Denholme my house. Whatever risks he is foolhardy enough to take, he must take them elsewhere. I owe that to my guests. Kindly ring for me at once, please.”

“Thank God!” breathed the Superintendent fervently. “That’s a load off my mind!”

A thud, the heavy thud of a falling body, sounded upon a level with their heads. It was followed by a man’s inarticulate ejaculation of horror. Stretched prone, and head downward, upon the broad staircase, her beautiful face drained of every vestige of colour, was the inanimate form of the Princess Natalie Vasiloff; by her side, and endeavouring to lift her bodily, the Honourable Thomas Wrayne.

“Carbrooke! Quick!” he called frantically. “The Princess Vasiloff has fainted and fallen awkwardly. Give me a hand.”

But it was the debonair McCarthy who was beside him in two cat-like bounds. Together they lifted her bodily and bore her back up the staircase. As they did so, the Superintendent caught his subordinate’s eye flash one penetrating glance to his; a glance that held strange significance. The next instant the dark eyes of the sergeant were fixed upon the waxen-white face of their beautiful burden, in them nothing but the deepest compassion. But that instantaneous glance worried Carbrooke. McCarthy had got some obdurate bee in his bonnet concerning this sad-eyed girl, and—and the curse of it was that, for all his unkillable crack-brained humour, McCarthy had never proved wrong in a theory yet. However, he’d have a mighty serious word with him as soon as this telephoning business was over; and that, he told himself, could not be done a moment too soon for his liking.

Returning from escorting Her Grace from the telephone to that upper boudoir where the still unconscious girl lay, Carbrooke found, of his two henchmen, the serious-faced Davidson alone.

“Where’s the sergeant?” he questioned sharply.

“Gone, sir.”

“Gone! Where to?”

A very marked disinclination to answer the query showed instantly upon Davidson’s face.

“Er—I was to tell you, sir, that he was prosecuting his study of the owl, sir.”

“The … the …” Steely indeed was the Super’s eye. “What else?”

“The sergeant said that if you wished to know how he was getting on, later, say between this and five o’clock in the morning, sir, you were to stand in the middle of Wardour Street and hoot three times. When you heard an answering three hoots you would know he was alive and well, and busy accumulating knowledge.”

The Superintendent’s capable hand strayed to his mouth and covered it a moment.

“Nothing more?” he questioned.

“Yes, sir. I was to remind you that the owl is a very wise bird and always keeps what it knows to itself. That was all, sir. Then the sergeant went.”

There was a moment’s pause, in which the eyes of the elder man moved from those of the considerably disconcerted Davidson and fixed musingly upon space. Suddenly they shot back with electrifying swiftness.

“If I were you, Davidson,” he said urbanely, “so far as this business goes, I’d emulate McCarthy’s owl. Unless,” he added significantly, “you’d prefer to find yourself back in uniform, running drunks into a local station and inspecting hawkers’ licences.”






CHAPTER VI

IN WHICH A PRINCESS TURNS BACK HER PAGE OF LIFE A LITTLE—THEN RUNS AWAY



“You know,” the Honourable Tommy Wrayne began worriedly, but very diffidently, from his seat by the settee upon which the slender, graceful figure of the Princess Vasiloff was still recumbent, whitefaced, fragile as some lily snapped suddenly upon its stem, “y’know, Natalie, I can’t help thinking there’s something worrying you, something you’re frightened of in a way, that you’ve not confided to—to your friends. To the Duchess, for instance. Couldn’t you trust us with it?” He rubbed his smooth, square chin reflectively. “There’s not much we wouldn’t do to—well, to keep any harm away from you.”

“Oh, my friend,” she responded eagerly, passionate gratitude shining from her great luminous eyes, “do you think I could ever doubt that? What would have been the fate of Natalie Vasiloff but for our dear madame, your grandmother? God alone knows: I do not even dare to think. As to trusting you, there could be no one who knew either her or you who would not do that upon the instant— implicitly.”

Which, indeed, was nothing more than truth. It would have been a difficult matter to have laid hands upon a more transparently dependable and trustworthy person than the Honourable Thomas Wrayne. Nor would it have been entirely beauty of feature which would have induced to this eminently desirable appraisement. He was—as he was wont to observe occasionally and with philosophic fortitude—no Adonis. But there was that written indelibly upon his frank, open face, in the very clear and remarkably steady blue eyes with which he invariably looked straight into those of the person he spoke with, which permitted of no doubt whatsoever. A man here to be banked upon in time of stress.

A solid young man; tall, upright, thickset, powerful; but lacking altogether that native elegance of form and swift gracefulness of movement such, for instance, as distinguished that earnest ruminant upon the truth about owls and other nocturnal birds and beasts—Detective-sergeant McCarthy. Yet never did the honourable gentleman convey stolidity. He might have been called a bull-dog of a young man, having within him all the innate gentleness of nature and other lovable traits of that truly national canine, but at the same time leaving no mistaken impression that he was one to be taken lightly. Indeed, upon this latter point the general consensus of opinion of those best qualified to judge was that, once roused, the Honourable Tommy was about as awkward a customer as could be found in the dual cities of London and Westminster combined. At the present instant it needed no excessively acute observer of his fellow-kind to see at a glance that in the lovely object upon which his troubled eyes were resting gravely was the medium to arouse In his stalwart bosom just about all any person inimical to her wanted in the way of trouble.

At her vehement words he lifted a deprecating hand.

“Please, please! I—I didn’t mention anything in that sense. Good Lord! Anyone would have done the same—anyone like her, of course. Only”—he raised a cheerful grin—“there aren’t many like Granny, are there?”

“No; no, indeed. She is an angel of goodness.”

He nodded.

“ ’Bout as near as they grow them in this world. However, that wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. Er—it’s occurred to me—fearful gall on my part I know, but still—that it might be something out of that ghastly Russian life of yours that’s—er, well, popped up again, and you’re scared. Just a bit, you know, but scared. Pure guessing on my part, of course, but I’ve noticed for quite a while that you’ve been shockin’ nervy; almost as if you had something hanging over you—sword of Damocles kind of business—and you were frightened it might drop at any minute. All tosh, perhaps, but that’s how you’ve been looking.”

For one split second the dark eyes flashed at him, bewildered questioning in her glance.

“Indeed, indeed there is nothing,” she declared fervidly. “What should there be of Russia in my life now? Of all places, here, in this safe London of yours. To think anything other would be—be foolish.” She gave a little laugh; a laugh intended to reassure him, but his steady, watchful eyes saw the great effort behind it, and the effect upon him was the reverse of what she had intended.

He shook his head negatively.

“I’m not so sure of that as you are,” he said gravely. “I know quite a lot of people whose job is to make it so. They could tell you some queer stories about how safe it is at times. It worries us, you living alone in that shop place. If there were anything, you’d be at the mercy of anybody.”

“But—but what should there be?” The wide eyes fixed upon him in perfect sincerity and innocence, and yet—in some way he was conscious of an anxiety upon her part to make him believe something which she herself was uncertain of. The childlike persistence with which she was now waiting an answer to a question that he felt was in itself an evasion troubled him. There was something; he was certain of it. Something, or someone, was harrying this delicate, beautiful girl of the unutterably sad history; something that was draining from her both strength and nerve.

“And you see, dear friend, I do not live alone, as you say. There are Nicholas and Marie …”

He made an impatient gesture.

“Two old people, utterly ignorant of the world— this world of London. Why, they can’t even speak English intelligibly.”

“They do not speak it so very well,” she admitted critically. “That is true. And they are too old to learn, now. But if”—she laid one of her long, white fingers upon his—“if, as you would seem to believe, it would be some echo of my old life to trouble me, would it help much if they could speak English?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders without reply— helplessly; conscious that in a game of wits she was far more nimble than was he.

“And then,” she went on, “I have Sophie Jernowska. One could not call her old—and she speaks English quite beautifully.”

Tommy Wrayne groaned aloud.

“Oh, Lord! A simple, unsophisticated girl, two years younger than yourself, and, in her own way, very nearly as beautiful as you—if that’s possible,” he amended. “Why, she wants protection as much as you do.”

The Princess sighed softly.

“She is very beautiful, Sophie, and good,” she laid. “And I do not think that anyone would harm her.”

“You don’t know men,” he said shortly. “Some men.”

For one tense moment she looked at him without answering, then her eyes closed and one little sigh was wrung from her white lips.

“If I do not know what men, some men, can be,” she said quietly, “then indeed, and from the bottom of my heart, I pity those women who do.”

He stared at her, aghast. There descended crushingly upon him such knowledge as he had gleaned of the appalling tragedy of her brief married life the awful existence with that unspeakably foul brute Vasiloff, whose very touch was defilement, and from which nothing but death, his or hers, could have rescued her. It seemed incredible that this girl, this rare flower of a woman, with her simple frankness, her innocent dignity, her utter lack of coquetterie—or the arts of sex—should ever have been … With something remarkably near to a curse he shook the thought from him.

“I am an awful fool,” he said contritely. “One is apt to forget … Vasiloff.”

“One hopes to forget—some day,” she returned in a whisper, and the poignance in her voice made him wince. Before he could speak she had gone on: “There is nothing, my good friend, that I would keep from you or chere madame, willingly. Indeed, there is nothing that concerns myself to keep. It is that I have not been very well—as you say, my nerves, perhaps. There are times when one’s mind will go back—try as we may against it. And that is all, I think.” Unsteadily she rose to her feet, he moving instantly to her help. Some uncountable seconds they stood, looking earnestly each at the other, his hand under the white marble of her arm. He felt that she was trembling slightly—cold as marble itself to his touch. An indefinable tenderness yearned from him for her. The very contact with her thrilled him as no other woman ever could—or would. That much he knew finally—irrevocably.

“Natalie,” he said quickly, uncertainly, “not quite all. There’s something else. I’ve waited a long time to say it—ever since I first saw you, I think. It seems to me that this is the moment to say it. I’m not a brainy chap—don’t find it easy to put what I feel into words, but …”

Almost hysterically she stopped him—her finger pressed upon his lips. In the dark, sad eyes a strange light flickered—a look almost of fear. Under the waxen-white skin a deep, velvet rose-flush suffused her face, adding most unusual vividness to her haunting beauty.

“Oh, no,” she begged him, “no—please! It is not yet, that time to speak. Oh, believe me when I say that.”

Again Tommy Wrayne shook his well-groomed head.

“I know,” he said, positively, doggedly.

“You think so, dear friend,” she said, a wistful smile at her lips, “but I know that I am right. We cannot cheat the heart. I who once, as little more than a child, poured the purest jewels of mine into a black, insatiable mire, learned that lesson—too late.” He felt the shudder that swept over her, and gritted his teeth. “You colour your thoughts of me, because in your generous heart you think that life is lonely for me—perhaps a little threatening. And, like some gentle Galahad, you would stand between it and me.” She paused; the wistful smile deepened, her great, dolorous eyes rested upon his lingeringly—unwavering. Suddenly they clouded mistily; the small proudly-carried head drooped a little.

“Natalie,” he exclaimed hoarsely. “Marry me! If love can bring happiness, security back to you, I’ll bring it—genuine and lasting.”

Instantly she became erect again; her eyes met his frankly. From the corner of one he saw a tear start, course swiftly down her cheek and disappear.

“I don’t think,” she told him in a whisper, “that I could ever think of—of that again. Something in me is dead now—it died, brutally, in an agony of shame.”

Very still he stood, holding her with tensed, straining muscles, quivering with a great longing.

“Oh, my dear,” he murmured, “has life broken you upon the wheel already?”

The agonized whisper that answered him stung him like a lash.

“In the first year of my marriage I wrung myself dry of love—or hope. If that dead me could ever rise to new life, it would only be because a new love had awakened in me first, to revitalize me. And that … may not ever be. But I will tell you this, my dear, dear, honest friend, that if that ever should come to pass, I pray to the good God that it be for some such chivalrous gentleman as yourself.” She moved quickly, tremblingly, from his arms. “That is all,” she said, “and it is the truth.” Before he could speak again she was gone, and the door closed after her.

Just how long he stood there staring at the wall with eyes that saw nothing, he did not know. He awoke out of his reverie with a start. Then, recalling himself, he took a cigarette from a box upon the table and lighted it. Into his face stole the determined look of a man who has made up his mind irrevocably, and having so made it, will permit nothing to move him one inch from his path.

“I’ll wait for you, my dear,” he told the pastel-portrait grimly, “as long as ever a man waited for his mate. And something more than that. I’ll watch over you in the meantime.”

Strolling down the staircase towards the ball-room, a folded note, scribbled, he recognized instantly, upon a slip of Her Grace’s paper, was pushed into his hand by the immobile Cobley.

“From Her Highness the Princess, Master Tommy,” he whispered behind his hand. “She gave it to me for you when I put her into her taxi, sir. To be given to you after you came down; not before.”

The Honourable Thomas Wrayne stared at him dully.

“Taxi?” he echoed slowly.

“Yes, sir. Her Highness was feeling far from well, sir, and thought she would slip away unnoticed. Poor young lady, she certainly looked something ghastly. I thought once, when waiting for a cab to come, that she was going to faint away on the pavement.”

“How long has she been gone?”

“Quite ten minutes, sir. She should be home by now. And I hope to-morrow finds her better. A very sweet young lady, I’m sure.”

The Honourable Tommy stared at him like a man utterly befogged.

“Oh, just so; just so!” he muttered, without the faintest idea of what he was talking about. “Er—ten minutes, you say, Cobley? H’m.”

Slowly, holding himself in to show complete casualness, he strolled away and, in a corner of that smoke-room wherein the Superintendent had briefly interviewed him, he feverishly opened the note, to find a hurried pencil scrawl:



Dear friend, do not, I beg, be angry with me. I ran away because it was the best thing to do—for both. Please tell for me the little lie to chere madame, that I was so much worse, that I thought it better to return home and not disturb anyone. And do not follow me, please. I mean with any thought for my safety. I go right to my little shop and to my own room, to think my own thoughts out—alone. And they will not be the less happy, dear friend, that perhaps you will be thinking a kind thought of me. Au revoir.



Quite a number of times he read it through, then slowly, and very, very carefully, folded it and placed it in the breast-pocket of his coat. Then, his arms folded upon his chest, he stood and stared through the window into a black nothingness.

“There’s one thing,” he told himself at length, and aloud, “she can’t come to much harm between here and Poland Street in a taxi.”

“Never a greater fallacy uttered,” came from a calm, equable voice. Tommy, starting around, discovered Carbrooke in a corner chair, engaged in the discussion of one of the Duchess of Casaldon’s finest Cuban cigars.

“Eh? Oh, it’s you, is it?”

“If I should begin a recital of all the things that have happened in taxi-cabs within a radius of a mile from this,” continued the Superintendent blandly, “we’d be at it until five in the morning, and you’d have the horrors for a month. I’d like to know who chooses Her Grace’s cigars,” he digressed, eyeing a perfect blue ring of smoke lovingly. “Whoever he is, he has a heavensent gift for the job.”

“Thanks,” said Mr. Wrayne laconically. “I do—as a rule.”

“Marvellous. If ever anyone leaves me a million, you shall do it for me—on a fat commission. And who has departed in a taxi from a feast such as this?”

His quick eyes noted instantly the sober expression return to his companion’s face.

“Her Highness the Princess Vasiloff,” he was informed. “She was anything but well. That fall, you know. Must have been fairly off colour before it, to faint away like that.”

Carbrooke nodded acquiescently.

“Had some sudden shock, I should imagine.”

“Difficult to see how. We were just coming down the staircase together. To dance, as a matter of fact. Nothing to shock her in that.”

“No,” agreed the Superintendent thoughtfully. “No. Nothing in that to send a lady off in a dead faint. No shock or—or reaction about that.”

But there was no comment forthcoming from Mr. Wrayne. Instead, the elder man, eyeing him covertly—but peculiarly attentively—noticed a particularly heavy frown was grooving his forehead, and his usually clear, bright eyes wore most unmistakable signs of worry. Incidentally, those eyes were staring fixedly at the carpet, as though he hoped to find there some solution of whatever the difficulty might be that was agitating his mind.

Which was considerably more than did Carbrooke—since at the bottom of his friend’s agitation was that extraordinarily beautiful enigma, the Princess Natalie Vasiloff. With his eyes upon the opaque blue spirals issuing from his pursed lips, he turned that lady over again in his mind; in particular that portion of events immediately preceding the alarmingly sudden collapse.

“She was listening,” he told himself; “or, at any rate, she overheard Her Grace tell me she was going to prevent Sir Everard coming here. For some reason or other that suddenly acquired, and altogether unexpected, knowledge floored her. Why? Did she know anything of what was pending? Had Her Grace, in one of those sudden inexplicable confidences that even the wisest of women are capable of, broken her promise to me and informed her?” A moment’s thought and he rejected that theory absolutely. A young girl already greatly agitated, altogether overstrung, in fact. No; it was not feasible. Tommy? Still less likely. Then did it resolve itself into accepting a perfectly natural conclusion: that the girl, already ill, simply happened to collapse at a peculiarly unpropitious moment? It certainly seemed to be the logical explanation, and he would have accepted it unhesitatingly but for the things that stood like solid rock against it.

“Your face says one thing, Your Highness,” he mentally apostrophized her, “and says it so convincingly that it’s difficult not to credit you with all the virtues. But there’s a certain pigeon-hole in my memory, untabbed for the moment, that says something entirely different. And stronger than ever, that infernal human circus McCarthy corroborates that hazy suspicion with no uncertain voice. There are times when I could shoot that youth, and without the slightest compunction; but I’ve never known the fly-by-night lunatic wrong yet.” He looked again at the still figure of the Honourable Thomas Wrayne lost in thought. “I’m afraid that at the bottom of all this is a bad job—a devil of a bad job indeed. One that’s going to hit a decent fellow like you damn’d hard.”






CHAPTER VII

THE PITCHER GOES ONCE TOO OFTEN TO THE WELL



WHETHER the matured opinion Detective-Superintendent Carbrooke carried in his own mind for the tortuous and chameleon-like methods of the mercurial Sergeant McCarthy were really those he so frankly and freely expressed to that gentleman cannot be positively stated. Most probably not; or that overworked threat to return him to the majesty of blue uniform—reiterated with monotonous regularity—would doubtless have long since become one of the cold, hard verities. Moreover, it was safe to bet that the honoured Hibernian appellation of McCarthy (P. A.) would not still be adorning the list of recommendations for inspectorships; and backed, as it was, by the strongest boost any sergeant could get from his “super.”

But if that opinion had really been anathema, more anathema and still more after that, it was as the language of lovers compared to that which raged in the bosom of a certain owner-driver of a taxi-cab at that moment parked in the deep shadows of the square, immediately opposite Her Grace of Casaldon’s brilliantly-lighted mansion. And there, for all its owner could get out of the elusive gentleman in the immaculate dress-clothes, neat overcoat, and dark felt hat, it looked like staying.

Having just deposited a fare in Bruton Place, he was cruising along slowly, flag down, across the north side of Berkeley Square, when a gentleman, a slim, elegant toff with dark, flashing eyes, and remarkably white teeth, stepped from the pavement and held up his stick. The vehicle having stopped, he opened the door, stepped in, then stuck his head out of the window and gave the order: “Berkeley Square.”

Two bulging eyes meeting his, he smiled a confirmation of the order.

“But—but we’re in it, guv’nor.”

“Splendid! But not the exact spot I want to find myself at,” he was informed graciously. “You see that large, lighted-up place over there? Opposite that is a very heavy shadow from some trees—as you may observe. Right under that shadow is where I wish our licensed caravan to come to rest.”

A further stare of amazement greeted this further information; then slowly the bulging eyes turned their gaze in front and the taxi rolled slowly to the position indicated.

“Barmy!” Mr. McCarthy heard him exclaim to the high heavens. “Loopy as a wet hen.”

The vehicle stopping in a patch of Cimmerian blackness, the driver got down and presented himself at the door. He was a pugnacious-looking gentleman of about thirteen stone in weight. One of his ears was of the corrugation, and very nearly the size, of a young cauliflower. His appearance was further embellished by the loss of two front teeth, unquestionably removed without dental assistance.

“And where,” he inquired, “is the next move, guv’nor? Or do we just stop here a bit?—or what?” That he was pressing prompt answer to his queries was obvious.

Mr. McCarthy, lounging back in as much luxury as was to be obtained, surveyed him pleasantly.

“We stay where we are,” he answered. “Perhaps a little while, perhaps a longer while than that, and perhaps, and quite possibly, a devil of a long while indeed.”

The eyes of the driver narrowed ominously.

“Oh, no, we don’t,” he observed chillingly. “Either we’re going somewhere, or we ain’t. I’m not sticking here for you or nobody else.”

“Anybody else,” corrected Mr. McCarthy. “Me or anybody else.” His smile became positively dazzling. “Do I,” he went on, speaking with marked precision, “look like a man who would sit all night, if necessary, in your splendidly-appointed cab, waiting to see a lady come out of that door over there, and then, when she does come, follow her to—to Timbuctoo to find out where she goes? Do I?”

“You do,” came the instant reply, delivered with crushing emphasis. “By cripes, you do. That’s just what y’do look like.”

“In which case,” retorted Mr. McCarthy, “I look precisely what I am. Which is a rare thing in this world.” A very snappy note came into his voice. “If it’s one hour, ten hours, twenty-four, or a week, here we stop until I give the order to quit. Do you grasp that? Because if you don’t, I’ll make it so plain you won’t forget it in a hurry.”

The driver, a particularly unpleasing look upon his face, opened the door.

“Git out of my cab …” he started.

“And furthermore,” went on this outrageous fare, taking not the slightest notice of his words or looks, “you start any funny business, and I will get out. After that, I’ll push your features about this square until you won’t believe you’ve got any left.” He scanned the lowering face critically. “I’ll finish the job that somebody started.” He took a small card from his breast-pocket. “Ever read one of these?” he inquired, and pushed it towards the other. The man gazed at it blankly. “In case you have any difficulty in spelling out words, I’ll explain it to you. This is the warrant-card of a detective-sergeant of the C.I.D. And the C.I.D. lives at Scotland Yard. Get me, Steve? And the name on it is McCarthy. Follow? And I’m him—so hop up on that seat and sit there like mother’s bright, good boy till I call you off it. Understand? Hop it—quick!”

It was a stunned face that now gaped, in sudden appeal, at Mr. McCarthy.

“No offence, guv’nor,” its owner said plaintively. “I took you for some toff out for a lark with me an’ me cab. And it’s been a swine of a night since after eight, with this fog. Honest t’Gawd, I never touched a bean until just after ten, when a cop pulls me up in Berwick Street to take some lady as had got knocked about in the fog to Piccadilly Tube. She wanted t’ phone, and then I run her up to just near Oxford Street. A lousy dollar’s-worth,” he exclaimed disgustedly; “and I never touched another tanner not till after theatre-time. So y’see how it is, inspector, a night like this gets a bloke all sour. And then you talkin’ about parkin’ ’ere all night… . Blimey! that knocked the ’andle right off it.”

“If it’s any relief to you,” said Mr. McCarthy, apparently considerably mollified by this lengthy explanation, or, possibly, the complete and utter abasement of the once truculent explainer, “I don’t think it will be such a long wait. I may be wrong, but things point that way. On the other hand, it may be daylight, in which case you’ll have to watch your p’s and q’s. Whatever happens, I don’t want the party I’m after to know they’re being followed.”

“You leave that to me, guv’nor. If they can spot me, or lose me, they’re clever.”

At that moment, as though to confirm for ever in the mind of Mr. McCarthy the infallibility of bis powers of deduction, the door of Her Grace’s house opened, and the majestic Mr. Cobley appeared and stepped outside. He was followed, and with an almost stealthy movement, the watcher noted, by a tall, slim figure of a woman in a long fur coat. One moment she stood framed in the lighted doorway, clear and distinct as a silhouette—Her Highness the Princess Natalie Vasiloff. Then Cobley gingerly closed the great door to and blew his cab-whistle violently.

“That’s rummy,” muttered the taxi-man entirely to himself.

“Never mind what’s rummy,” ordered Mr. McCarthy exultantly. “You crank up and be ready!” Before he had even time to bless his luck, the engine was throbbing and they were stealing down Bruton Street for New Bond Street; out of that into Oxford Street, bound Citywards. Not twenty feet ahead of them was the car which carried Mr. McCarthy’s quarry. Across Regent Street, it seemed in less than a hundred yards to swing a corner.

“Steady now,” hissed that sleuth around the window at his driver.

“Guv’nor, I’ll lay a hundred nikker to a ’a’penny I know where that piece is makin’ for. Just around the corner on the other side of Poland Street. I could ’a swore I reckernized her when she come out that door in Berkeley Square.” The car slowed into the pavement. “’Op out, and slip round the corner. You’ll see her go in, sure as a dart. She’ll give a funny knock, p’raps two two’s and a three. Quick.”

And surely enough the man was right. At the door of a small, gaily-painted shop the other car was standing, and in the light of its lamp the Princess was paying the man from her purse. Then she crossed to the door and gave the identical knock mentioned by his driver. From across the narrow street he saw it opened, and a low, sweet, girlish voice cried out in sudden alarm:

“Madame, what has happened? Why are you back so early?” Then the door closed upon them.

“Back so early.” So this was where the Princess lived—and not a rendezvous. McCarthy crossed and in the dull light read the inscription upon the shop-window: “Nataluska.—Russian Leather-Work. Orders Carefully Executed By Hand.” He stared at it with something like stupefaction.

A voice, a husky voice rich in self-satisfaction, fell upon his ear.

“What did I tell y’? Just round the corner, and two two’s and a three the knock.”

“How did you know?” McCarthy demanded abruptly.

“Because that’s the piece the cop pushed on to me in Berwick Street just after ten. The one that wanted to ’phone like mad from Piccadilly Tube. I drove her back here and she paid me off. But she didn’t go in, though. Stood a minute, like she was thinkin’ out something, and then went along Oxford Street.”

McCarthy digested the information as he dug a •screwed-up ten-shilling note out of the corner of a pocket.

“Name and number,” he demanded before handing it over. The information was at once forthcoming.

“There’s ten bob,” he said curtly. “Easiest you ever earned in your life, but you’ve been worth it to me.” A sudden thought shot into his mind. “Didn’t you say something in Berkeley Square about her having been knocked about in the fog?”

“That’s what the cop said. In Brewer Street. A foreigner had ’old of ’er in a doorway, but he nipped off when the cop came. And I don’t mind tellin’ you she looked like she’d been mauled about a bit.”

“H’m,” said Detective-sergeant McCarthy, and promptly sank into one of his reveries, staring hard at the other side of the street. “Yes,” he murmured at length, “that fits—fits beautifully.”

“Want me any more?” questioned the driver.

“No. Hop off right away.”

But it was some considerable time before he himself deserted that vicinity. Noiselessly he moved around into a black alley running at the back of the house, studied every outlet, every door and window of the place. Once a burly policeman came upon him and flashed a bull’s-eye in his face; then, recognizing the sergeant, backed out with a muttered apology. It was upon the tip of the detective’s tongue to ask what he knew of this “Nataluska” firm, but he desisted: too many wary birds had been scared off by a chance officiousness of the man in blue.

But he was whistling cheerfully when at length he proceeded further into the depths of Soho—though he was particularly careful to whistle a fascinating little Italian melody. Dark streets have dark corners, and dark corners in Soho hold—as Detective-sergeant McCarthy was well aware—many things.

Once—he had crossed through D’Arblay Street into Berwick Street—he stopped still, listening; then, quick as thought, darted into a recessed doorway and flattened himself up against the door. It was not often that anything, or anyone, coming suddenly out of the night upon him caused him to act thus, still less to quicken his breath, and, finally, as the sound came nearer to him, hold it altogether.

But that steady, even-paced step with the rhythmic pit-pat, pit-pat accompaniment, was the last he wanted to hear upon this particular night. Quite the very last person he wished to encounter was the sightless, yet all-seeing blind Benito Mascari. Inwardly he cursed the blind man’s latest canine acquisition. If that came sniffing along the doorways … and also if its owner had not firm grip upon it, he might find himself in a remarkably interesting mix-up with the great, slavering-jowled brute! Bright prospect for a man in his new, and only, dress-suit. From the inner pocket of that immaculate specimen of the tailor’s art he drew forth a slight but weighty rubber truncheon and, with gripped jaws, waited. Closer and closer drew that measured tread, that clumsy pit-pat, then—McCarthy adjudged it to be about the door higher than his place of concealment—both stopped.

Rigid as an automaton, he stood waiting. What had checked the blind man he could not think; certainly no movement or sound from him. Then, as suddenly as they had stopped, the steps came on again; regular, measured, inexorable steps, it entered the detective’s mind, to be following a man. The sort that night or day would always be with him after a little while—asleep as well as awake. But, apparently, no such thought was in the mind of the blind man, for he came steadily on, well to the pavement edge, McCarthy heard with considerable relief, passed, and for some time kept straight along, growing fainter and fainter. Then he turned to his left and the sound died out altogether.

“Making for Compton Street and the owlery,” commented Mr. McCarthy. “I wonder what it was that stopped him just here?”

But whatever it might have been, he lost no time in removing himself from that particular spot, and, slipping noiselessly down the road, disappeared through the fantastically-named Broad Street and turned to his right.

Before a certain doorway he stopped and, with a glance up at a dimly-lit fanlight upon which was inscribed the words “Circolo Romano,” rang a trickily-concealed push-bell. As he stood waiting, a dull report floated to him from a distance, evidently.

“Aha,” he thought. “Someone of the idle rich has had a rare tyre blow-out.”

A door immediately beneath him in an area opened, a head appeared from it, and a voice, speaking in Italian, demanded to know who was there.

“Aha, Luigi,” hailed Mr. McCarthy gaily and in the same tongue. “It is I, Carlo Brunati.” As he gave the name he was conscious of a devout thankfulness that Blind Benito was not likely to stumble upon him there.

By some mechanical contrivance worked from below the door in front of him opened. He stepped in and closed it carefully after him, then proceeded upstairs to a large semi-partitioned room thick with the smoke and reek of cheap tobacco, not to mention the personal effluvia of an overcrowd of samples of most of the European races.

Italians, French, Swiss, Teutons, and here and there a face distinctly Russian could be seen; waiters, cooks and restaurant-workers of some kind for the greater part; but there were others—the dark, incisive eyes of the pseudo Carlo pierced the murk to discover—whose work he would not have guaranteed to have been of so peaceful and law-abiding a character. As to the languages that came from high-pitched chattering voices, the room was a miniature Tower of Babel. To which Mr. McCarthy, his eyes working insistently in every direction the while, proceeded to add his by no means negligible quota. In point of fact, in less than two minutes he was easily the most voluble of the company.

It was easy to see that he was an especial favourite with the fairer part of the gathering: voluptuous-looking nymphs of vivid colouring for the most part, whose hard, heavily-made-up eyes glittered with a variety of emotions—principally greed. Their profession was both ancient and obvious.

But upon this particular occasion the superelegant Carlo had little or nothing to say to these captivating persons. Although his voice kept at the maximum altitude of jabber, his eyes were darting here, there and everywhere. In one of the quietest corners of the room they came to rest upon one figure seated alone at a small table, the sight of whom gave the detective a curious feeling inside him. It was strange—remarkably strange. Earlier that night nothing he could do would drive Blind Benito and the Frenchman of the strangler’s grip and the sharp steel from his mind. And lo! almost his first contact with humanity—had he not been lucky enough to evade him—would have been with the blind man. And now, here was the other. It was indeed a singular coincidence: one that would have made his superstitious Irish father murmur about Banshees and the like, and mutter such prayers as he could remember.

And not only here, but watching him; and upon his dark, swarthy face an expression of the most open and complete contempt. That he was in a sullen, brooding rage was evident: his savage eyes fairly glared at whatever came within their vision, and from time to time he shook a heavily-bandaged hand which beyond question was giving him pain. By the tout ensemble of the man, McCarthy judged he had been imbibing rather more than his fair share of wine. But wherever the man’s eyes might wander momentarily, they always returned to fix again upon the sleek, debonair McCarthy; in them, as upon the thick, red lips, a leering, twisted, mocking smile of derision.

“Now is it me, personally, he’s out for,” asked Mr. McCarthy of himself, “or is it that he’s just out for blood and my get-up annoys him?” Whilst conducting a rallentando conversation he gave his man a shrewd, appraising look out of the corner of his eye. “For two pins you’d start a riot, my ugly friend, and commence with me.” His lips tightened grimly. “You begin anything, and I’ll put you where I can lay hands on you when I want you—in a hospital.” A sudden, a humorous thought occurred to him. “I wonder has he been practising that fatal rip-stroke of his upon Benito’s dog, and it’s bitten him?”

The thought brought another to his mind.

“Has Blind Benito been in to-night?” he inquired casually.

“Si! He played at dominoes until twelve, then went. He beat Luchesi every game out of twenty. Dio mio, but he is a marvel, that one!”

McCarthy nodded.

“He plays like the very devil,” he agreed. “And talking of devils, amico, that one at the table there— the man with the cut hand—he looks vicious enough for one. Who is he?”

The other shrugged his shoulders.

“I do not know. A Frenchman, that is all I can say. He is a new one in the Circolo. Always plenty money, and spends freely. But he is quarrelsome. He talks too big. Always he can do this, always he can do that. Bah! He looks like trouble to-night. Corpo di Bacco, there are men here who will give it to him quickly enough.”

“How long has he been here?”

“Since eleven o’clock, perhaps. Not later.” The man turned his head sharply—listening. “What is that?—you hear?”

The proprietor of the club rushed into the room. He was a short, corpulent man with a round, pasty face; at the moment it was a greenish-white.

“Quiet!” he ordered in a trembling voice. “The police! All drinks away! Quick! Quick! Dio mio! Dio mio! Misericordia!” But before any man, waiter or other, could move, burly forms crushed into the room, half-a-dozen or more. They were, a considerably bewildered McCarthy saw, plainclothes men attached to the C Division, Metropolitan, headed by a sergeant he knew well. What the deuce was up, for them to be poaching on C.I.D. preserves?

“Unless you want trouble, don’t anyone try to leave this room,” ordered the sergeant. “Sit down, everybody. I want all who came in here in the last twenty minutes.” This to the abjectly cringing proprietor. “We’ll go into the drinking-after-licensed-hours question afterwards.”

“Only one has there come here since twelve o’clock, signor.” He pointed directly at McCarthy. “This member—the Signor Carlo Brunati.”

If there was any flash of recognition between the two facing each other, no sign of it was permitted to show upon their features. The plainclothes man maintained his truculent aspect: McCarthy remained the slightly-startled young Italian.

“I arrived here,” he said sweetly, “exactly twenty minutes ago, signor.”

An iron hand clamped down upon his shoulder, yanking him towards the door and very nearly off his feet. At the door, the C Division man turned to his subordinates. A hush fell suddenly over everything.

“Line ’em up,” he ordered. “Take every name and address, and see all papers. And if I had my way,” he added significantly, “I’d take all their dabs (finger-prints) as well. Now then, outside, you. I want a word with you.”

And outside Mr. McCarthy went—propelled by an arm of the rigidity of block steel.

“Well, you needn’t tear the coat off my back, Andy,” he protested as a slammed door shut them from view. “It isn’t paid for yet. What’s gone wrong, anyhow?”

“Mac,” declared the other, releasing his hold, “there’s hell to pay. Sorry I was rough with you, but I reckoned you wanted it to look all O.K. to your clients.”

“What’s up?”

“Bombthrowing—outside the Houses of Parliament. All but got Sir Everard Denholme.”

“Denholme!”

“He came out of the House just twenty minutes ago; walked across towards Downing Street. There must have been a signal from somewhere, for a big grey limousine shot up out of Birdcage Walk, swung into Whitehall, ran close up to him, and the bomb was tossed. How he escaped, nobody seems to know. But two of your men weren’t so lucky, poor chaps. One, they say, is crippled for life, but the other …” He made an expressive gesture and sighed. “The car went up Whitehall at racing speed and must have shot through the Horse Guards to the Embankment. They found it there—abandoned. Must have had another waiting to pick ’em up and doubled back higher up. Anyhow, that’s what’s reckoned. We got orders through to ring this quarter in and tooth-comb it out before they can get a chance to get to cover.”

“They? What have you got to work on?”

“Precious little—as usual. The car was a pinched one. Picked up outside a swell ‘shivoo’ in Belgrave Square an hour before. Officer on duty there says he saw a man and a woman, all togged up, get into the car and drive off. Couldn’t see much of their faces, but they spoke a foreign language. The man was big-built and well over ordinary height. The woman’s face he couldn’t see; but she had a long fur coat, with the collar turned up—it covered her from her eyes to her heels. All he could say was that it was the most expensive-looking coat he’d seen. And that’s what we’re looking for—anything within ten miles of the description.”

“But pinching the car and throwing the bomb are two different things.”

“Granted. If it hadn’t been that a postman clearing a box in Whitehall saw that it was a woman who leaned out of the car and hurled the bomb. A woman in a fur coat up to her eyes. How are this gang in here, Mac?”

Detective-sergeant McCarthy came out of a brown study with a start.

“None of ’em in this. Can’t be—not actively, anyhow. Don’t disturb the nest too much. There’s some sweet extradition cases there, when they’re in demand, and I don’t want them scattered so as I can’t find them. Get my hat and overcoat out and I’ll be on the job quick.” The plainclothes sergeant gave a comprehending nod and turned back to the room, in which was proceeding a grim inquisition. A quick “s-st!” from the C.I.D. man halted him.

“When you go in, get a good eyeful of a powerful-looking man with a very sunburnt face. He was sitting at a table by himself when I”—he grinned—“when I was invited out. He’s got a bandaged hand—you can’t miss him. Put the brightest boy you’ve got on his tail when he leaves here, with orders not to let him out of sight until he’s got him treed. Let him report to you, and you pass it on to me on the q.t. Understand? Good man.”

It was, by the clock in the hall of the forlorn Circle of Romans, exactly one-thirty as he passed out of that doorway and proceeded, so the two divisional men on guard outside were later able to relate, in the direction of Great Pulteney Street. A uniformed man on beat was absolutely positive as to passing Detective-sergeant McCarthy, C.I.D., in Golden Square at three. Yet, strangely enough, it was a considerable distance away—in a network of culs-de-sac not far from Goodge Street, to be exact that a sergeant, acting upon information received, found a gentleman in evening-dress clothes whom he recognized at once as Detective-sergeant McCarthy, C.l.D. He was prostrate upon his face, totally unconscious and bleeding profusely from a cut upon the back of his skull—administered, in his, the sergeant’s, expert opinion, by a loaded cosh. On being rushed by police-ambulance to the nearest hospital, he was pronounced by competent medical opinion to be one of the nicest cases of compound fracture of the skull ever admitted to that institution.

The information was received by the sergeant from a blind man, a thoroughly respectable person and a well-known character in the neighbourhood, by the name of Benito Mascari. He was proceeding to his daily work in nearby Chitty Street, and it was his, dog who attracted his blind master’s attention to the recumbent form of the unfortunate officer.

But it was not until he was in medical hands that one of the nurses made the discovery that clenched in his right fist was a small tuft of some reddish-brown fur.

“This,” she declared, sniffing at it, “is from a woman’s coat—and a good one.”

The lean, keen-faced surgeon who was doing a neat job upon the unconscious McCarthy’s battered cranium glanced up at the object she held. She was a privileged person who invariably worked with him on tricky casualties.

“Why so positive?” he inquired. “Why not from it man’s fur coat? Plenty of foreigners still wear them—in this weather. Much more likely, I should say—in the circumstances.”

“Men, even foreign men, don’t use Nuit de Noel” she pronounced knowledgeably. “And whoever owned this fur most certainly did.”

He gave a sniff of disgust.

“Scent—faugh! Women are incomprehensible creatures.”

She eyed him covertly, noting with sincere admiration the deft, sure movements of his long, capable fingers.

“It’s always a strange thing to me,” she observed, “how little you really clever doctors know about us.”

“We know all we need,” he informed her concisely. “Except to specialists, women as women are about as interesting to the scientific mind as tramlines.”

“Which is why most of you are married men?” she retorted.

He gave a whimsical sigh.

“If the traditions of general practice didn’t demand that supreme sacrifice,” he said, “you’d see a married doctor just about as often as one does a flowering aloe—once in a hundred years.” He turned his eyes upon the tuft of hair. “I should put that away carefully,” he suggested. “It may be of some value to this poor chap—if he remembers anything at all about it.”

“I’m sure he will,” she asserted brightly.

Again he glanced at her, and again he sighed.

“The cocksureness of the female mind! It’s quite possible—not probable, but possible—that he may never again remember that, or anything else preceding it. I’ve seen that result from less injury than this.”

“What a sin! A good-looking young fellow like he is.”

“Unfortunately,” mentioned the disciple of Galen, almost apologetically, “physical attraction has no co-relation with the brain as an organ of mind. You’re a very good-looking woman yourself, but … Water, Nurse, please.”






CHAPTER VIII



THE SUPER GETS BUSY

If you had inquired of any person whose daily task lay at that Scottish Baronial Castle upon Westminster Embankment popularly known to all England— and other countries farther afield—as Scotland Yard what manner of man was Divisional Detective-Superintendent Carbrooke, the answer to the query would have been unanimous.

From that sacrosanct room wherein the Chief Constable had his official being down to the officer in charge of the Lost Property Office, you would have been informed that the gentleman under discussion was a sterling chap—one of the best. Kind, considerate, and courteous to his underlings invariably, a staunch friend to his equals, and “John Blunt” to his few superior officers when his mind was made up upon a case and necessity called for plain speaking.

Even to such unfortunates as found themselves the subject of his keen professional attention, and even although he knew them to be steeped in guilt, he was always sympathetic in his methods, kindly, when most implacably insistent. But let them turn wicked … phew! They suddenly beheld a very complete metamorphosis; found themselves confronting a most unpleasant person indeed.

It was an axiom at The Yard that, when the “Soop” arrived hurriedly, in his usually kindly eyes a hard glitter and his mouth set in one straight, tightly-set line, such was not a propitious moment to invade him with requests for advice upon matters of no particular importance, or, indeed, waylay him at all upon anything but business of the utmost urgency. It was the rarest thing in the world for any such arrival to be whispered about, but when it was … “Let well severely alone” was an excellent motto to be going on with.

And upon the morning that, coming direct from the hospital where a man with a shattered skull gazed upon him with eyes dulled and pathetically vacant, and a mind which held no recollection whatsoever of the man with whom for years he had worked and whose right hand he had been, those signs were plainly visible. For what the great surgeon who had operated upon him had said was a possibility, though not a probability, had come to pass. The memory of Detective-sergeant McCarthy had, from the moment of the terrible blow which had felled him, gone completely. The gay and irrepressible creature of a few hours before had, in one instant, become a stricken, helpless thing with no past whatever and, Carbrooke, watching the lean, white face which was turned curiously upon him, thought savagely, possibly no future.

Seeking the Harley Street eminent who had given the best of his world-famed skill to the unfortunate detective, Carbrooke, with a heavy heart, questioned him upon the point.

“It’s possible, of course,” he was told, “that the poor chap’s memory may return as suddenly as it went. A sudden shock which reacts upon some lesion of the brain may start it functioning again just as before. On the other hand it may never. There’s no law governing it. Something, in which there’d be no significance to anyone else, might just give the mental jar needed. And, again, you might try a thousand things to touch upon the facet of the brain involved, without the slightest success. You see, Superintendent”—the great surgeon shook his head sadly—“even science has, so far, its limits. I can take a man’s brain from his skull and read its most minute physical defect. But I can’t read the thought which was dominant in the man’s mind when blackness came upon him. If I could, we could bring his memory back in a flash. But there it is, I can’t— worse luck.”

“Worse luck, indeed,” Carbrooke agreed with a sigh. “And physically,” he pursued, “is he much hurt? Will it leave him a wreck?”

“Nothing like it,” he was instantly assured. “The patient has a perfect physique. Slight, but wiry; amazing quality of muscle. In addition I’d wager to find every internal organ in perfect condition. A few days here and he’ll be as sound a man as ever. But of course,” he added quickly, “he’ll not go out of here for some time. I’m interested in the case and I want to watch it. You can rest assured that all that’s humanly possible will be done for him.”

Carbrooke wrung the long, thin hand extended to him warmly.

“All I want now,” he said grimly through shut teeth, “is to get my hands upon whoever is the cause of it. And I’ve a big idea,” he went on, “that when I do I’ll be fairly close to the crux of one or two other big things that are worrying us at the moment. Whoever gave McCarthy that blow,” he asserted with conviction, “was someone we wanted badly.”

“A good man?” he was asked.

“McCarthy? My best. I’ve never known him to be far away from the centre of things. As tenacious as leech, and didn’t know what the word ‘fear’ meant.”

“Ah! Then I’ll tell you something that was instantly clear from my professional examination. He was struck squarely upon the top of the cranium. That means, I take it, one of two things. He was assailed by a person from a point higher than he was; as by a person mounted upon a horse, for instance. Either that, or he was struck by a man of exceptional altogether exceptional—height.”

“Why a man?” put the Superintendent quickly.

The answer came instantly: “Force of the blow. That poor chap has an extraordinarily tough skull. No woman could have struck the blow that shattered it. Besides, McCarthy is a tall man himself. It was a man, and an inordinately tall one.”

“Thanks,” said Carbrooke; “I’ll remember that.”

And all the way from the hospital to The Yard he sat back in his taxi, his eyes half closed, and before him passed an endless stream of mental portraits of such who possessed the physical attributes suggested; and added to them, any pressing reason that he could place for the instant removal of the luckless Detective-sergeant McCarthy. He drew a complete blank.

“And yet,” he told himself, “Mac was right on the nail in the bombthrowing business. I’d swear to that. If I could only get a line on him after he skipped out of Her Grace’s place in Berkeley Square—except for that club he was known to be in— there’d be some chance. As it is …” He broke off with a sigh. But never for one instant did that grim, tenacious look upon his face relax. Indeed, if anything, it deepened; and by the time he entered the portals of The Yard there were signs to be plainly observed upon his handsome features to warn even the densest of his subordinates that this was not his day to be approached upon trifles.

Straight to the office of the Chief Constable he went, and there was closeted in earnest communion for some quarter of an hour. When he got up to go, the face of the man opposite to him was as grim and set as his own. Any of the gentlemen of his establishment could have told you that some person, or persons, was in for a hell of a time when once they made appearance in that room with handcuffs upon their wrists. Yes, indeed!

“All right, Dick,” the Chief grunted; “I’ll leave it to you. But get the swine that put that poor lad down. Get ’em!”

Carbrooke’s answer was a short, hard laugh.

“Though,” the Chief continued thoughtfully, “you’ve got all your work cut out over this Denholme business. That must come first, whatever goes. The Commissioner has been in here tearing his hair that we haven’t got results already. Same old story. Do the impossible and do it quick, or the Press will start cutting us up. Phew! I wish some of ’em had our job to do.”

“It’s my opinion,” Carbrooke said thoughtfully, “that there’s a big connexion between the two things. I mean, I believe that Mac was right on the bomb-throwers when he was struck down. I believe he’d got what we’d give anything to know, and that’s why he was put away—for good, as they no doubt thought.”

The Chief nodded ruminantly.

“It’s likely,” he agreed, “quite likely. He was as keen as a bull-terrier.”

“And as game,” added Carbrooke. “If he’d got his man marked, numbers wouldn’t have stopped him.”

“Got anything to go on?” the Chief asked.

It was a moment before the other answered.

“Yes—and no,” he said at length. “I mean that I know—or believe I know,” he amended cautiously, “something which may have a very big bearing on this case. But it’s touching dashed big people, Chief, and I’ll get you not to ask me anything just yet. I’ll say that if it turns out to be right, it was McCarthy who gave me the tip. If it turns out that he was mistaken—well, the less I say now, the better.”

The older man nodded quickly in complete agreement, then eyed Carbrooke keenly.

“Between ourselves, Dick,” he asked quietly, “what’s your private opinion? I mean, as to any one lag being involved in the Denholme business. Anyone that’s going to make a big scandal—socially or politically?”

Again there was a thoughtful pause before Carbrooke answered.

“Ask me that, Chief,” he said slowly, “when I’ve traced poor McCarthy’s movements last night from his leaving the Duchess of Casaldon’s house to the moment they got him down. I’ll answer you then what I dare only hint at now: that I believe there’s a darn’d big organization at work, and that very big persons, socially, are connected with it in some way or other.”

The Chief eyed him shrewdly, his big hand rubbing thoughtfully at his chin.

“If that is so,” he returned slowly, “for God’s sake walk warily, Dick. Don’t let us stir up something we can’t hush down again.”

“That’s why I’m saying nothing until I’m sure of my case,” Carbrooke told him.

“And you’ve nothing to work on—nothing at all?”

“A pocket-book taken from McCarthy’s clothes—and the only thing, by the way, that whoever did the job left on him. There’s a weird collection of hieroglyphics in it that he knew the meaning of, I suppose, but I’ve got to unravel them for myself. There’s just a chance I may unearth something out of it—and an equal chance that I won’t. His pocket-book is as irresponsible as he himself, poor chap! Initials here, strange marks all over the place, no attempt at order, and not a date from beginning to end.”

“For a clever chap, he had the untidiest mind I know,” observed the Chief.

“On paper, yes,” corrected Carbrooke, “and there the untidiness stopped. His real mind was the thing he’s lost; his memory, and that was the most marvellously tabulated and indexed ever I’ve come in contact with. I’ve never known it let him down. Point out a face to McCarthy and ask if the owner of it had ever been through our hands, and …” He stopped suddenly; a worried look coming into his eyes.

The Chief finished his sentence for him:

“Yes,” he said, “I know that much about him myself. If he said he or she had been—they had. You could bet on that and win.”

“I’m rather hoping,” put in Carbrooke quietly, “that in one particular instance I have in mind he was wrong. Though I doubt it,” he added honestly, and in so depressed a note that his superior turned those shrewd eyes of his sharply upon him.

“Anything likely to have to do with the bombthrowing job?” he asked quietly.

“I’ll answer that also,” said Carbrooke, “when I’ve traced McCarthy over last night’s ground—if you don’t mind.”

The Chief looked at him steadily.

“I don’t mind,” he returned grimly. “So long as you lay quick hands upon those who are at the bottom of it, and, incidentally, bring in the parties responsible for McCarthy’s condition, I don’t care tuppence what you keep to yourself. So far as the last goes, although it’s entirely against regulations, I’d give a month’s salary to have the third-degreeing of them myself. Damme, but they’d steer very clear of my men after I’d done with ’em,” he growled.

A telephone standing at his elbow rang violently; he lifted the receiver and listened a moment. The apologetic voice of the officer in charge of ’phones mentioned that someone was urgently ringing Divisional Detective-Superintendent Carbrooke from a hospital. A lady—a nurse. He, the officer, understood Mr. Carbrooke to be with the Chief Constable.

“He’s here,” responded the great man. “Put her through.” He pushed the telephone across the table. “Woman ringing you from a hospital, urgently,” he said. “A nurse—may be something to do with McCarthy. Better listen to what she’s got to say.”

It was very nearly the statutory three minutes before Detective-Superintendent Carbrooke replaced the receiver upon its stand. In that period of time, although nothing that could be called a lead to a listener passed his lips, his senior, watching him, was perfectly well aware that he was being made acquainted with news of a sort to amaze him. Once Carbrooke repeated some French name and finally wrote it down upon a blotter to make certain of it. And again, once he suddenly exclaimed: “Fur! What kind of fur?” and listened in rigid intentness to whatever the answer might have been. He noted also that Carbrooke, at the end of this conversation, invited the speaker at the other end of the wire to lunch with him that day, and also enjoined upon her to bring something with her—something which was to be transported with the very utmost care. Then, with many and often reiterated thanks, he rang off and for some moments stood staring at the wall opposite him as might a man who had forgotten either where he was or what company he was in.

“Nuit de Noel” he murmured after a glance at the blotting-pad. “I musn’t forget that.”

“I shouldn’t,” observed the Chief dryly. “What is it—a tip for the greyhound racing?”

Still in that same absorbed preoccupied manner, Carbrooke’s eyes moved until they settled upon those of his superior officer.

“It’s a scent,” he informed him concisely. “An expensive scent used, in the main, by ladies of either plenty of means or most fastidious taste. I’m going out to buy a bottle and study it; then …”

“Splendid!” interjected the Chief, a transient flicker at the corner of his mouth. “You’ll be rolling up in spats one of these fine days.”

“ … then,” went on the Superintendent, taking no notice whatever of the interruption, “when I’ve got my olfactory senses so permeated with its peculiar scent that I can’t miss it even in a crowd of people, I’m going to look in a certain direction for ladies addicted to it. And when I find it in conjunction with a coat of a certain fur, you’ll find the lady on this mat on some charges that will paralyse you.”

“Go to it,” said the Chief, wearily drawing a pile of papers towards him. “I thrive on that kind of paralysis. But don’t forget, Richard, while you’re engaged in scent-sniffing, that there’s umpteen morning and evening papers all screaming: ‘Who threw the bomb at a Cabinet Minister?’ It’s a question they’re waiting, and wanting, an immediate answer to.”






CHAPTER IX



IN WHICH A LADY EXPOUNDS

By the time an end had come to the lunch Carbrooke felt to be at least the due of the nurse who had had the wit to preserve carefully the last thing—so far as might be judged—that poor McCarthy had laid hands upon at the very moment of his debacle, the Superintendent had enlarged his fund of knowledge by no inconsiderable amount.

She proved, upon arrival at the noted restaurant at which he had invited her to join him, to be an inordinately attractive little person; in her spick-and-span uniform and in the bloom and sparkle of health that needed no paint or powder either to accentuate her charms or cover up deficiencies of nature, she was quite a person, the detective considered, whom any man might be proud to sit opposite at a luncheon or any other table. More than one male eye roved appraisingly over the bright, vivacious figure of his guest with, he noted, obvious approval.

It chanced to be, she informed him, her afternoon off duty; otherwise it would have been impossible for her to have availed herself of his kind invitation, and she would have been most frightfully disappointed. She had thought a great deal about both the fragment of fur and also the scent which the wearer of it had unquestionably used.

“I dare say,” she said with a bright smile which disclosed a wonderful set of small, white teeth, “that anyone so experienced as yourself, Superintendent, will laugh at what I thought and was so anxious to tell you. I dare say you’ve thought it all out before me. But I was awfully keen to meet whoever it might be that came to see the patient, and furious when I heard you had been and gone and I hadn’t seen you. That was what made me ring you up at Scotland Yard.”

“I’m sure I’m more than obliged that you did,” he assured her. “And put it quite out of your mind that I’m likely to think anything silly that you have to suggest to me concerning it. After solid, concrete and unassailable proofs, I don’t know anything that I’d sooner take heed of than a woman’s intuition; particularly one who seems to be as keen an observer of things as yourself. And as, at present, this business of McCarthy is an absolute blank, so far as we are concerned, what you have deduced may be the very clue we are striving to pick up.”

“That’s awfully sweet of you,” she returned; then a very serious look settled down upon her pretty face. “You see,” she began, “there is a tremendous lot about furs to know.”

“I’m sure there is,” he said. “And I’m afraid I’ve got to confess hopeless ignorance upon the point.”

“Furs,” she continued, a delightful little frown between two very clear and sparkling grey eyes, “have a lot to tell about the people who own them, I think.”

“Unquestionably,” he agreed, and added: “If one is clever enough to read what they can tell. But I should say that only an expert …”

She interrupted him with a bright little laugh.

“Every woman is an expert upon furs,” she informed him; “that is, every woman who hasn’t any.”

Carbrooke stared at her perplexedly.

“Isn’t that a bit paradoxical?” he asked.

“Not a bit. The one dream of every girl’s life— if she hasn’t been lucky enough to be born to them—is furs. Lovely warm, velvety furs she can nuzzle herself up to the ears in. Dress hasn’t one half the attraction to a working-girl as furs—or even a married woman whose husband’s income won’t run to such things. She’ll stand outside a furrier’s window and study every wonderful set shown, just green with envy. And the richer they are, the more hopeless her ever acquiring them is, the more she’ll study them. Thousand-guinea sets are her especial joy— she can get oceans of envy out of them, and she’ll go time after time and make herself beautifully wretched over them—until some luckier individual gets them and they disappear. Then she looks around for the next expensive set she can find, and goes on with her idolatry. But …”—a sudden acuteness came into her voice—“her martyrdom teaches her to know an awful lot about good furs—really good ones. When a girl gets to my age,” she smiled, “she doesn’t make many mistakes over qualities. Ask any dealer who is his most difficult customer. He’ll tell you at once that the one who’ll knock the guineas off his profit is the woman who has waited years and years to get her first coat. She knows fifty times more about furs than the aristocratic lady who has worn them all her life. Envy teaches. Shocking disclosure of feminine weakness, isn’t it?”

Carbrooke leant across the table, his eyes fixed upon her.

“It sounds as if it’s going to be a jolly useful one—to me,” he answered. “Please go on.”

“And so, when I took that small tuft of hairs out of that poor fellow’s clenched hand,” she continued eagerly, “I knew at once he’d been in the company of some lady who could afford to give a simply appalling price for her furs. If that’s any help?” The bright eyes questioned him eagerly.

“It is indeed,” he assured her quickly. “You’ve no idea. You see, that leaves us not quite so up against a blank wall. What fur would you say these hairs are from?” He gently tapped the envelope which she had brought him.

“Russian sables of the most ultra, ultra quality,” she answered without a moment’s hesitation. “The kind that rarely get into even the very best shops. The kind girls dream about,” she added whimsically.

He nodded thoughtfully.

“Russian,” he repeated, but more to himself than her. “That’s curious; that’s very curious indeed.” With a small magnifying lens he again carefully examined the contents of the envelope; then, without comment, placed both in his pocket.

“I’ve only once seen a woman really wear a coat of that kind,” she informed him gratuitously, “and that was going into Covent Garden Opera House one gala night. I and a girl pal were watching the great ones of the earth go in. She was, we heard them say, a Russian Grand Duchess.”

Carbrooke smiled at her.

“You’re not suggesting,” he put whimsically, “that poor Mac laid impious hands last night upon a lady of that exalted rank, are you?”

But there was no answering smile in the eager little face opposite him.

“Doesn’t that very expensive scent whoever she might have been was using tell anything?” she continued. “Quite well-off middle-class people don’t often use that—they can’t afford it. I’m a woman and I know about these things. The scent that was on that fur said a lot to me.”

From his pocket Carbrooke took a highly ornamented cut-glass scent-bottle and gave it his attention. He had bought it upon his way up the Haymarket, and the price he had been mulcted in for the article in question had made him stare a moment in surprise. He noticed the bright face opposite him light up at the very sight of it in his hands. Her eyes meeting his, she flushed.

“I suppose you think it’s awfully childish,” she said Hurriedly, “but women think a tremendous amount of those things.”

“I don’t think there’s anything childish about it,” he said, and removing the stopper of the bottle, sniffed at it with all the he-man horror of such things. Quite a relieved expression came over his face. “This certainly isn’t quite so awful as some of it,” he admitted.

“Awful!” she ejaculated; “it’s perfectly heavenly!”

He poured a little of the scent into a tiny phial he carried, corked it and placed it carefully in his pocket, then pushed the bottle across the table to her.

“There’s more in what I’ve taken than will scent out Scotland Yard for weeks,” he said, “so if you will have the rest, I’ve not a doubt every man there, from the Chief down, will be eternally obliged to you.”

“Oh!” she gasped, and her flush of pleasure was not to be mistaken. “I shall make this last for years and years and years.”

He smiled at her pretty eagerness.

“I shouldn’t stretch it out quite so far as that,” he advised. “I dare say some more will happen along before your hair is grey.”

His tone altered to one of complete seriousness. “What you’ve had to tell me has helped no end.”

“I’m so glad!” she uttered joyfully.

“There’s one thing I’d like to ask,” he continued thoughtfully, “and it really is more a psychological question to do with women in general than anything else.” He paused a moment in thought, her eyes fixed on him intently. “Supposing,” he continued after a moment, “a woman once to have been rich and in such a position that all this sort of thing”— he nodded towards the cut-glass bottle she was clutching—“was a part of her own self, and that her favourite perfume. Would she in the event of sudden poverty make any effort, any sacrifice, to keep to the particular intimate scent she had always used? Would it mean that much to her?”

“It would indeed,” she assured him earnestly. “The one particular perfume a woman is used to upon her body, among her intimate things, becomes part of her very self. She would deny herself almost anything rather than that. Anything at all.”

He nodded understandingly.

“So that it wouldn’t necessarily mean that it must be a well-to-do woman who used it,” he said. “A poor woman, who had once used herself to it and who was keenly fastidious in such matters might fill the bill.”

“She might,” she admitted grudgingly, “but hardly in conjunction with magnificent Russian furs.”

“There’s that,” he agreed at once, and again lapsed into thought. “And suppose the very furs themselves were relics of past grandeur?” he shot at her suddenly. “That’s possible, you know. Russian furs suggest a Russian wearer. There aren’t so many wealthy Russians of aristocratic lineage to-day. There isn’t anything to show, even to your remarkably clever eyes, that this fur didn’t come from a well-worn coat, is there? Remember, that very Grand Duchess you saw in all her magnificence at the Opera may, to-day, if she’s alive at all, poor thing, be teaching the piano or doing something even more menial for a bare existence. That’s so, isn’t it?”

And, against her will, she was forced to admit that it might easily be so.

“But you won’t forget,” she demurred for her theory, “that even had the coat belonged to such an unfortunate person, she would probably have been forced to part with it long before this. Most wearers of Russian furs to-day are Jew profiteers, not the original owners.”

Carbrooke shrugged his broad shoulders.

“Shrewd,” he said, “and too true—for the greater part.”

Thus encouraged, she went on:

“It’s fact,” she averred, “and you can’t get away from fact. Just as much so as when Doctor Vennings said that Mr. McCarthy must have been struck down by a very tall man. He had actual fact to go on in the nature of the wound.”

It was quite a moment or two before Carbrooke answered her. He seemed to have sunk into a brown study.

“Yes,” he said suddenly, “I haven’t forgotten that piece of information. And it fits—fits like a glove.”

“What ‘fits like a glove’?” she asked him.

“You’re a very bright and observant little lady,” he said slowly, “and you’ve gone out of your way to be of service to me—to the whole Department, for the matter of that. I haven’t the least doubt but that I can rely implicitly upon your circumspection?” He paused—obviously waiting.

“Why, of course,” she assured him. “I shouldn’t dream of repeating anything you might tell me. I’m quite dependable.”

“One knows that at a glance,” he asserted with conviction; then went on: “The greater part of what I’ve to say is common property—thanks to the newspapers. You’ll have read, of course, of a desperate attempt at bombing one of the Cabinet Ministers last night? A failure in so far as he was concerned; very much the reverse to two other innocent men engaged in guarding him.”

Wide-eyed but silent, she gave a nod of acquiescence.

“You’ll probably also have read that the attempt was made by two persons known to have stolen a car from Belgrave Squire; a car later found abandoned on the Embankment?”

“Yes, yes,” she uttered eagerly.

Slowly and significantly he let his next words fall.

“The man we know to have been considerably above normal height; the woman to have been dressed in a heavy fur coat which came up to her ears and completely masked her face. It was she who actually threw the bomb.”

She stared at him amazedly.

“A very tall man! A woman in a fur coat! Then it means——”

“It means,” he interrupted grimly, “the very tall man who put Mac down, and the woman who wore the coat this tuft of hair came from, are the pair we’re tooth-combing London to-day for. It means also that Mac, light-hearted, happy-go-lucky Mac, with his eternal joking and his ‘phlahoolic,’ as he called it, proved himself the best man on the job last night. In an hour or two he got hold of them and …” he broke off with a sigh and stood up. “And the quicker I can get hold of them,” he said dryly, his lips twisted down at the corners, “the sooner the Press will be done bawling: ‘What has Scotland Yard done in the matter?’ Poor Scotland Yard!”

“I’m afraid,” she said, “you’ve wasted a lot of valuable time out of courtesy to me.”

“Forget it,” he told her promptly. “This is the best hour’s work I’ve done on the case, or likely to be. Unless I’m utterly unfitted for my job, the crux of the whole business lies in this.” He tapped the pocket in which he had carefully placed the envelope in which was the fragment of fur. “And more than probably the sound tip you’ve given me about that scent will play a big part in sending two cowardly murderers to the gallows.”

Back in his own room at The Yard, he again subjected that heavensent piece of fur to a further intense scrutiny through the lens—particularly at the ends which had been torn away from the skin.

“Now, I’d say,” he told himself, “that these were torn from an old, and probably well-worn skin. However, that won’t be difficult to have verified with certainty either way.”

From his desk he ripped a piece of clean blotting-paper, folded it into a small pad and poured upon it a few drops of the scent from the phial. In a few seconds the room became full of a soft, delicate fragrance at which the Superintendent sniffed slowly and critically. It was, beyond question, of a very unusual quality; not quite like anything he had ever encountered before. He poured a few more drops upon his self-constructed pad and the aroma again filled the room. So much so that after a moment or two he got up and opened the window which looked down on to the Embankment. But he noticed that even at the apex of its strength there was nothing of any pungent tang—if that was the word to use—which accompanied a too free use of many such essences. Nothing more than one might find in the drawingrooms of the social elect. That remarkably shrewd young lady, Nurse Brillson, had been quite right— a personal and intimate adjunct this, of the elegant, the naturally hyper-fastidious woman.

For some considerable time he sat there reviewing in their proper sequence the events of the past evening and night. Then, taking from his desk that remarkably untidy pocket-book found upon the clothes of the unconscious McCarthy, he set himself to an attempt to solve the mystery of some of its hieroglyphics. He was giving it up as a hopeless business when, upon a page by itself and quite removed from any other entry, he came across what could even to that ardent lover of the undecipherable, McCarthy, be nothing else than a note of a taxi number; indeed, the letters TXI in front of the figures made certitude more certain upon that point than upon any other to be found in the unsatisfactory volume. It had evidently been written in a bad light and in great haste.

Pressure upon a bell at his desk invoked a smart-looking plainclothes junior, who stood at rigid attention just inside the Superintendent’s door. Carbrooke copied the car number upon another piece of paper and passed it across to his waiting subordinate.

“Verify this number with Licensed Vehicles,” he instructed.

“Yes, sir. Anything further?”

“If it was out of its garage last night at any time, bring the driver in for interrogation.”

“Very good, sir.”

“And without delay,” Carbrooke added significantly.

Left alone again, he ceased for the moment his efforts at unravelling the tangled skein of McCarthy’s pocket-book, leaned back in his chair and travelled mentally back over the curious, the pig-headed insistence of that unfortunate young man in the matter of the beautiful Princess Natalie Vasiloff. Where the devil had he got hold of that idea, and what was at the back of it?

Upon the information of so great a lady as Her Grace of Casaldon as to the arrival of the Princess in this country, McCarthy’s knowledge of her must, perforce, have been of comparatively recent date. Had it been any other man than McCarthy—with his positively uncanny gift of memory for faces—the Superintendent would not have given a second’s thought to the matter. No one knew better than he the constant recurrence of exact types and with it the extraordinary facial doubles that existed. But then again, he reflected, the type of that wonderfully beautiful, sad-faced girl was extraordinary in itself—far too much so for the lynx-eyed Mac to have ever confused her with another.

With a sigh, for moments were as gold at this juncture, he got up and went down to the Records Department; there to put in two solid hours going over album after album of photographs which if spread out flat would have covered acres and acres. An utterly futile job; no one even remotely resembling this lovely Natalie Vasiloff appeared amongst that dubious collection.

“There’s one volume away in Paris,” the officer in charge informed him as he finished his self-imposed task. “They wanted it at the Surete over the Laroche extradition.”

“Male or female photographs?” Carbrooke questioned with a gleam of hope.

“Male,” was the depressing reply. “Poor old McCarthy took them over, if you remember, sir. Have you heard how he is?”

“Pretty bad,” Carbrooke told him almost absently, for another quick thought was pounding at him. “Mac took them over. Yes, I remember now.”

“Records” shook his head sadly.

“He did. And I remember when he came back he started guying me in his comic way about what sort of a rotten show we had here compared with what they had at the Service de Surete. Said he’d put in two whole days in it and saw the pictures of more old pals than he’d see here in a year.” He sighed. “That was his way—always having a ‘gig’ at somebody. I hope he comes through all right.”

But Carbrooke was miles away in thought. Was it during this study of the Paris records that Mac had run into the picture of the Russian? Was the possibility worth making a certainty? Carbrooke decided that it was.

Back in his office he ’phoned through to the aerodrome at Croydon to reserve him a place in the morning “bus.” At which precise moment a call upon his ’phone informed him that the Honourable Thomas Wrayne was below and anxious to see him.

“Come in, Tommy,” he hailed a moment or two later. “And what’s your trouble?”

Mr. Wrayne entered as invited, advanced into the room, but stood still in the centre, eyeing about him covertly, a curiously strained look upon his pleasant, frank face. Then a dull flush slowly crept up his neck and cheeks. There was a sharp note in the voice in which he suddenly put a pointed question.

“You’ve had … I mean, the Princess Natalie Vasiloff has been here quite recently?” he said almost accusingly.

Carbrooke stared at him in frank amazement.

“What’s put that idea into your head?” he demanded.

“Hasn’t she?”

“Never been in it in her life—that I know of,” was the unhesitating reply. “Why?”

The Honourable Tommy relaxed; his expression for a moment became a trifle sheepish.

“Sorry,” he said, “but there’s a strong scent here that—well, of all the women I know, the Princess Vasiloff is the only one who uses it. Naturally, I thought … I don’t know just what I thought, for the moment.”

“No women been here, my lad,” said the Superintendent heartily; but into the eyes which involuntarily turned again to that tiny scent-soaked pad of blotting-paper there suddenly came a deeply thoughtful expression.






CHAPTER X

THE HONOURABLE THOMAS WRAYNE LOOKS IN



It was immediately apparent to the Superintendent that the mood of his immaculately-clad visitor was not one that, by any stretch of the imagination, could be called gay. Very far from it; to judge by his sombre countenance he was in an exceedingly troubled condition of mind.

“As a matter of fact,” he began, “it’s—in a way— about the Princess Vasiloff I’ve called. I want a bit of advice, Carbrooke—and help.”

“The one’s cheap enough, for what it’s worth,” responded that worthy, “and so far as I can manage the other, I’m at your service. Fire away!”

“Well,” began Mr. Wrayne, then paused. Seemingly, it was not as easy to get whatever was troubling him off his chest as he had imagined. He made another start—an obviously desperate one. “In my opinion,” he started haltingly, “there’s something pretty rotten going on around that girl—lady, whatever you’d call her.”

“Lady would be about it, Tommy,” assisted Carbrooke blandly.

“Er—just so, of course. Well, I’m worried about her. I—I told y’ last night pretty much what I feel about—er—about things, and—er … Well, the fact is I’m darn’d worried, Carbrooke, and that’s all about it.”

The Superintendent nodded gravely.

“I gathered that much last night at your grandmother’s house,” he said. “But any cause for worry, Tommy, to be taken seriously, must come from some given, well-defined direction.” He bent forward, eyeing his young friend keenly. “If you’re afraid for Madame the Princess Vasiloff, and that’s what it sounds like, from just what direction does the menace to her seem to come?”

Mr. Wrayne made a vague, bewildered gesture with his big, gloved hands.

“That’s just it,” he answered. “I can’t tell—but there’s something. I’m sure of it. It’s all so blinkin’ mysterious, old man. Look at last night, for instance. Her agitation, the—the way she went down on the staircase. She wasn’t ill, Carbrooke; not actually in ill-health, I mean. She was frightened—scared stiff about something.”

“Ah,” uttered the other non-committally. “She certainly seemed greatly—er—distressed.”

An anything but pleasant look came swiftly into the Honourable Tommy’s face. His voice dropped to a savage undertone.

“Carbrooke,” he said, “between you an’ me, I believe she’d been mauled before coming to—to Berkeley Square! Mauled, by God! Her! There was a great bruise on her neck. I saw it—so did that chap of yours, the foreign-looking one who helped me carry her up the staircase. Saw him looking straight at it. But, of course, I never let on to either her or him that I’d noticed it. Not the game, y’ know. But it—it worried me. And then after what happened last night, I thought I’d—well, I’d better have a word with you.”

The Superintendent frowned.

“After what happened last night,” he repeated slowly. “Do you mean the Denholme outrage?”

“Shocking business!” gasped the Honourable Tommy. “Terrible! But I wasn’t thinking of that in connexion with the Princess Vasiloff.”

“No, of course not,” said Carbrooke smoothly.

“You’ll remember that I mentioned about her leaving suddenly,” he went on uneasily.

Carbrooke nodded.

“Quite well,” he said. “You came into the smoking-room, where I was discussing a perfectly marvellous cigar. You were very worried about her then, I recollect.” It also struck forcibly upon him that it was slightly prior to then that McCarthy had done his vanishing trick—to finish up in a cul-de-sac near Goodge Street. But he made no mention of this later happening.

“Yes, I was worried then, badly,” admitted the Honourable Thomas; “but nothing to what I was later.”

“Later?” Carbrooke’s eyebrows lifted questioningly. “I understood that Her Highness had gone straight home.”

“So did I.” The speaker shook his head dolefully. “But—er—well, she couldn’t have. Must believe the evidence of my own eyes, I suppose.”

Carbrooke sat up very straightly.

“Let’s have this straight,” he said sharply. “You mean that when the Princess Vasiloff left Her Grace’s house to go home, she didn’t? That you saw her somewhere abroad—in the street, I assume—later? Is that it?”

“In a way—yes. But …”

“Damn ‘in a way.’ Is that it, or isn’t it?”

“She may have gone home first, y’know, and— and been called out again. Cobley told me he himself called the taxi for her and gave the man the address himself.”

“That wouldn’t prevent her from giving the driver fresh instructions the moment she got around the corner, would it?” the detective put tentatively.

“But why should she? And don’t forget that it was hours after that when I saw her again. And that foreign-looking chap of yours,” he added as an afterthought.

Carbrooke stiffened.

“You saw McCarthy hours after the Princess Vasiloff had left Berkeley Square?” he questioned slowly. Then, to make certain of his visitor’s meaning, put it in another way. “Hours, we’ll say, after I was called away from Berkeley Square?”

“Several. I can tell you the time to a minute or two—nearly three o’clock. Why?”

For some seconds he got no reply. Carbrooke, he saw, was staring with fixed intensity at the wall opposite him, apparently in a brown study.

“Why ?” he repeated in considerable surprise.

“Never mind why just now,” Carbrooke returned quickly. “Do I understand you that McCarthy was anywhere near the Princess Vasiloff at about three o’clock this morning? And for the Lord’s sake, Tommy,” he exhorted, “keep your mind dead upon actual facts. This is a bigger business than you imagine. It isn’t only a personal question—there are bigger issues at stake than your anxiety for the safety of the Princess Vasiloff. Give me the dead facts.”

“I don’t tell lies, Carbrooke, if that’s what you mean,” responded Mr. Wrayne shortly.

The Superintendent apostrophized the ceiling.

“Oh Lord, will you listen to him!” he appealed. Then suddenly turned a tense face upon his astonished and indignantly inclined listener. “Look here,” he said; “is Madame Vasiloff’s safety of any consideration to you—really?”

“You know it is,” shot the Honourable Tommy back at him firmly. “What else am I here for?”

“Then let me hear all you can tell me of what happened last night—and marshal it in the straightest way you can command. That’s what I mean. It’s more serious than ever you dream.”

For still another moment the Honourable Thomas stared at him almost stupidly, then in a sobered voice began.

“I don’t pretend to know what you’re driving at, Carbrooke,” he said quietly, “but I’ll tell you all I saw and just how I came to see it. You’ll probably think me an infernal fool, but that can’t be helped.”

“Not a bit of it, Tommy,” Carbrooke said quietly. “I’ve a very fair idea of what you’re feeling about things, and I’m out to help you—if I can.”

“Thanks,” Tommy said laconically. “You see, about one o’clock last night—when things had got pretty well on in Berkeley Square, I’d worked myself up into a perfectly ghastly pip over—over things in general. I got it pretty firmly in my head that things weren’t right; that there was something underlying this illness and fear of Natalie that wanted sorting over. I’d had it in mind earlier in the evening that the two elderly old Russians and their pretty granddaughter who live with her weren’t much of a protection if there was anything to be seriously afraid of for her. Told her so, in fact. So I made an excuse and slipped away. Thought I’d take a bit of a look—see that everything was all right at her place—if you follow me. Didn’t quite know what I was going to do, but felt I had to go. Sounds a bit assish, but there it is!”

“Not a bit. Under the circumstances, perfectly natural,” commented Carbrooke. “Go on.”

“It was a decent night after the fog, so I made into Oxford Street and strolled along towards where she lives, which is …”

“ ‘Nataluska,’ Poland Street,” the Superintendent interjected. “Go on.”

Mr. Wrayne stared at him in considerable astonishment.

“Beats me how you know,” he said, “but that’s it. However, when I got opposite her crib … her shop—there was just one light showing, and I knew from what my grandmother has told me of the place that it came from her own room. So everything was O.K.—as you might say. But I’m a bit of a sticker, and I hung about a bit. Couldn’t seem to shake off that feeling that it wasn’t all right,” he explained rather turgidly.

“You had a kind of intuition,” suggested Carbrooke.

The Honourable Tommy seized upon the word with avidity.

“That’s it,” he agreed instantly. “I had an intuition about it. So I thought: fine night and all that, I’ll mooch about a bit. So I did. Queer place at night, Soho, isn’t it?”

“Very,” said the Superintendent patiently. “And after that?”

“Well, I did travel about quite a while up one street and down another and—er—and what not, but I always seemed to land back at the same place, at Nat—er—Nataluska’s. Rum thing, that!”

“Very,” emitted the Superintendent again, this time dryly and with a quickly suppressed twitch at the corners of his mouth. “And nothing happened?” he assisted diplomatically.

“No. Each time the place looked just as before— excepting that the light had been put out. But after that, perhaps half an hour later, I was crossing one street when a rather funny thing happened. Heard a chap coming along with a rather remarkable walk. Dead level kind of a pace—as if every step was measured off in just so many chunks. When he got up to me, I saw it was a blind chap with a big boarhound dog. At least, I reckoned him to be blind, by his walk and the dog. Turned out afterwards that I was right.”

“He accosted you?” questioned Carbrooke sharply.

“No, not a bit of it. Time I was coming up to him, he was standing still; seemed to be listening to something. Don’t know what, I’m sure. Then a remarkable thing happened. He started to cross the road, and a big car with two or three people in it dashed out of some byway—I don’t know the names of the streets thereabouts—and was right on the top of him. Luckily, I happened to have my eye on him, and made a jump for him in time. Scragged him out from almost under the wheels. They cleared off, hell-for-leather, Oxford Street way.”

The Superintendent, his eyes half-closed, digested the information a moment.

“Accident?”

The Honourable Tommy shook his head.

“Didn’t look to me like it,” he said indignantly. “I’d say it was a deliberate run-down. I got the blind chap on to the pavement and set him towards Compton Street—though I must say he seemed to know how to get there better than I did. Very decent sort of chap he seemed. Told me his name—er—Blind … Blind Benjamin, was it?”

“Blind Benito,” said Carbrooke grimly. “Now I wonder just what that means?”

“However, when he’d moved along,” resumed Mr. Wrayne, “I turned back towards Oxford Street myself, meaning to make back to my own crib. Right upon the opposite corner from where the thing had happened there was a man standing—a man in evening dress. He must have been watching the whole thing.”

“A man in evening dress,” repeated Carbrooke, his eyes fixed upon the speaker. “Not by any chance McCarthy?”

“The same. He took one good look at me and seemed to disappear in an instant, Lord knows where to—I don’t.”

“And the time would be about … ?”

“It struck three o’clock a few minutes afterwards,” the Honourable Tommy told him. “That’s why I’m positive as to the time.”

“Then Mac was still on his feet and in Soho at three o’clock,” Carbrooke was thinking rapidly. “That fits in with the uniformed man’s story that he passed him in Golden Square at two-thirty. And where did you strike him again after that?” he questioned closely.

Tommy shook his head.

“I didn’t.”

“But as I understood you, you saw him somewhere near the Princess Vasiloff at along that time?” Carbrooke persisted.

“That was what I meant.” The Honourable Tommy got up and paced about the room a moment. “I—I can’t make head or tail of it,” he said abruptly, a world of doubt and anxiety in his voice. “And, of course, I can’t ask her directly. She—she has a perfect right to—to her actions, and”—he heaved a big sigh—“I’ve no right to question them.”

He made another pause, at which it was the Superintendent’s turn to sigh, but inwardly. Was this darn’d decent, but otherwise hopelessly love-lorn loon never going to come at the real point?

“No; well, that’s understood,” he ventured. “Just what is it that calls for explanation?”

“Why,” replied Thomas Wrayne, more morbidly than ever, if possible, “there were three people in the car that tried to down the blind chap, and one of them—one of them was Natalie Vasiloff.”

It was a full minute before either man spoke again, then Carbrooke broke the silence by a long, thoughtful “Ah!” There was a very genuine concern in his face as he gazed upon his depressingly distressed caller.

“You’re quite sure that you couldn’t have made any mistake?” he asked gently. “In that light, and at that speed, it’s possible …”

But the Honourable Thomas Wrayne shook his head very, very positively—and equally despondently.

“They ran right into the light of a lamp and I saw her plainly. A fellow isn’t apt to make a mistake with a face like hers, particularly if he’s …”

“Not very probable, I’ll admit,” agreed Carbrooke musingly.

“Although the greater part of her face was covered up by the collar of her fur, I couldn’t have mistaken her. There aren’t another pair of eyes like hers in the world.”

Carbrooke felt himself slowly stiffen. That manhunting instinct which, under all his social gloss, pleasant manner, and natural good-heartedness, was his second nature was alert now. The mention of a fur-covered female face had aroused it instantly.

“Even the very fur itself told me there was no mistake,” the Honourable Tommy went on miserably. “She—she has only one these days,” he explained, “and I’d know it anywhere. She could have a dozen if she wanted them,” he hastened to amend; “my grandmother, you know—only too anxious. But Natalie’s a proud woman, and independent … wouldn’t accept anything but bare necessities. So she clings to her old one. Got to honour her for it, of course, but … but that’s why I’m so sure of it. Helped her into it scores of times.”

The Superintendent found his hand straying involuntarily towards that packet in the breast pocket of his coat; but, with a quick frown, he checked himself. No; dammit, that wasn’t the game. It was bad enough to have, perhaps, to wound a good fellow in his tenderest spot. That was duty, and if things turned out to be what, at the moment, they most unmistakably looked to be, it had to be done. But to draw a poor devil into himself placing the irons about the wrists of the woman he loved …! No—couldn’t be done. Never be able to look Tommy in the face again.

But, quite casually, he asked one question upon the point, nevertheless.

“The Princess Vasiloff’s furs were, I take it, relics of richer, happier days?”

“Richer,” Tommy corrected him, “not happier. Her swine of a husband was putridly rich, and they were the best money could buy—even in Russia.”

Carbrooke nodded gravely.

“I see,” he said—and changed the subject. “Notice the car at all?” he asked.

“I’d say it was a six-cylindered American,” Tommy said. “Powerful engines; fairly flew out of sight.”

“Notice the gentlemen of the party?” was Carbrooke’s next, put in the most casual manner possible.

“Only the feller drivin’.” Mr. Wrayne’s brow clouded again, and the troubled look came once more and with greater depth into his blue eyes. “That’s one of the things that bothers me most. A more villainous-lookin’ blackguard you could not find in a day’s march. The third I couldn’t see clearly; he was huddled up out of sight.”

“And after that,” put in Carbrooke, jabbing thoughtfully with a pencil at his blotting-pad, “I expect you went home?”

Mr. Wrayne shook his head negatively.

“Why, no,” he admitted, a trifle sheepishly. “I simply couldn’t rest; had some sort of assish idea, I suppose, that I might run into them again—or something like that. I went mooching about, getting pulled up every now and again by plainclothes and uniformed police. I say,” he exclaimed, “Soho was fairly sticky with them last night, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Carbrooke agreed grimly. “And it’s likely to be for some time.”

“At last,” Mr. Wrayne proceeded, “wandering about, not noticin’ where I was going, I found myself up Lincoln’s Inn way. Had a bit of a rencontre there, chap who was in my old regiment— a sergeant. Funny thing, he’s still a sergeant—only a sergeant of police this time. Told me he is at Vine Street. Perhaps you’d know him—Cadell his name is; Andrew Cadell.”

The Superintendent nodded.

“Not my particular section; but I know him well enough. Did he happen to mention what he was doing at that end of the earth when his duty was in Soho?” he asked grimly.

“Now that’s a dashed funny thing!” the Honourable Tommy hastened to explain. “I walked along with him a bit and he told me he’d been tailing some foreign bloke who’s given a wrong address at a night club he and his men had raided earlier in the night. Seemed this foreign joker—Frenchman, I think— had given an address in the Gray’s Inn Road, but he never went anywhere near there when he was let go.”

“Nothing very uncommon about that, Tommy,” observed the Superintendent amusedly.

“No; that was what was expected, accordin’ to Cadell. Point of fact, he told me he’d have had him ‘inside’—his expression—in two ticks, if it hadn’t been that another detective who was at work in the club had asked him to make dead sure of just where this bloke hung out. Seems he wanted to know very badly, but had bigger work on just then.”

Carbrooke’s brow knotted into a deep frown. “And who the deuce would that be?” he asked himself aloud.

There was a very marked note of triumph in the Honourable Tommy’s voice as he answered:

“Your chap, McCarthy. He wanted this blighter run to earth very badly.”

For one moment Carbrooke stared at him; in the next the receiver was off his ’phone and he was demanding to be put through to Vine Street instanter.

“The bloke made for a restaurant place in Clerkenwell somewhere—place called Pom-Pom somebody.”

“Pombola’s?” snapped Carbrooke.

“That’s it. Had a barge at the door with the proprietor because he wouldn’t let him in; then made tracks all the way back to a crib in Old Compton Street. Cadell had a man watching it. He’d taken on the job of shadowing him himself because he said this McCarthy was the cutest cuss under the sun when it came to foreign crooks.”

“He’s not far out there,” agreed Carbrooke with a faint sigh. “Poor Mac—they knew what they were trying to get rid of when they downed him.”

Mr. Wrayne’s blue eyes opened very widely.

“What d’ye mean?” he demanded. “He was right enough last night.”

“At this game,” Carbrooke told him sombrely, “a thousand things, all bad, can happen between last night and this morning. As a matter of fact, McCarthy at the present moment is stretched out in Barts Hospital. His skull is smashed in, his memory gone perhaps for ever, and it’s the biggest fluke that he wasn’t killed outright on the spot. Whoever did it meant him to be. That’s what this game is,” he added with tightened lips, “when you get too knowledgeable for some of them.”

“Good gad!” gasped his visitor, and stared at him in astonishment.

Carbrooke got up, still holding the ’phone receiver to his ear—waiting.

“And if you don’t mind, Tommy, I’m going to clear you out,” he said. “I’ve more on to-day than I know how to deal with. You thought I could help you in some way. What was in your mind?”

The Honourable Tommy got up and picked up his hat.

“Why,” he said diffidently, “I’m not going to give up the idea of—of hanging around—er— Poland Street; after last night I’m more determined than ever. I’m certain the moment’ll come when I’ll be wanted, and badly. I thought, if you’d pass the word to—er—the police and your chaps—that I’m not loiterin’ with any felonious intent and I’m to be let alone, why, it would give me a better chance. To get into action quick when the time does come,” he explained earnestly.

Carbrooke took his outstretched hand and gripped it warmly.

“I’ll see to it, Tommy,” he promised, “you won’t be hustled along by any of our chaps. And—er— I wouldn’t take too much to heart what you saw last night. The Princess won’t be the first lady who’s been pulled out to a joy-ride and no harm in it.”

“Have you met the Princess Natalie Vasiloff— personally, I mean?”

“Personally, no,” Carbrooke answered.

“No. If you had,” said the Honourable Tommy quietly, “you’d know you were talking the damndest blither ever uttered. So long—and many thanks about the police business.”

“Poor old chap!” murmured the Superintendent as the door closed upon the well-knit athletic form. “I’m afraid the course of true love is going to run anything but smoothly for you, Tommy. And also, the closer you keep watch over your lady-love, the more you’ll see—that’s unpleasant.”

A moment later he was deep in a report from Sergeant Andrew Cadell, attached to C Division Metropolitan. During the recital, that heavy frown returned more than once to his forehead—the blotting-pad became more and more covered with roughly-scrawled notes. And when it was concluded he sat back for a very long time, turning what he had heard over in his mind. It was quite dusk when he got up, locked his desk, donned overcoat and hat, and started for the street. As he reached his door, his ’phone sounded again: the call proved to he from the junior he had assigned to bring in the driver of the car noted in McCarthy’s pocket-book.

That worthy had been located, but was out of town for the day, having driven a party of racing men down to Gatwick.

“Have him on the mat here at nine to-morrow morning without fail,” was Carbrooke’s explicit order. Then he rang off and departed.

In a corridor a passing figure gave him a respectful “Good-afternoon.” Glancing up, he recognized the speaker as one of his own section, and stopped.

“Dawson,” he said, “it was you who once gave me some information about that restaurant of Pombola’s, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man and flushed.

Carbrooke smiled.

“If I remember rightly, I cut up pretty rough about wasting my time, didn’t I?”

“You had a few things to say, sir,” was his subordinate’s admission.

“Ah! I’d like to say that certain indications would seem to show that you were entirely right and I was absolutely wrong. Thought I’d mention it. Good-afternoon.”

“Good-afternoon, sir.” And as the figure of the Superintendent turned a corner out of sight, he added: “And you’re just the gentleman to admit you were wrong.” Then went on about his business tremendously bucked.

Carbrooke turned into the Chief’s room.

“I’m off to Paris in the morning,” he reported.

“Got anything?”

“I think so. Expect to verify it there.”

The Chief touched an evening paper upon his desk.

“I hope so,” he groaned, “before they drive me mad. Columns of it! Columns!” He lifted his head suddenly and sniffed. “Paris!” he ejaculated. “Man, you’re got up for it. You stink like a French barber’s shop.”

“That’s evidence,” Carbrooke informed him without a smile.

“I’d give you ten years’ penal on it without the formality of a trial,” commented the great man. “Phew! Get out, before you get me a bad name!”






CHAPTER XI



THE SUPERINTENDENT BUYS LEATHER-WORK

It was just upon seven o’clock of that same evening when—by a carefully-chosen, circuitous route which brought him upon that dingy rendezvous from the north side—Divisional-Superintendent Carbrooke again approached Signor Pombola’s establishment.

As a matter of fact he had first strolled leisurely up through Pulteney and Old Compton Streets to observe with satisfaction a rather raffish-looking individual, unquestionably of foreign origin, lounging against the corner of Greek Street, apparently deep in the perusal of a continental newspaper. Over the pages an alert eye cocked momentarily upon Carbrooke, then returned instantly to his journal. For any recognition the Superintendent vouchsafed this personage he might not have been upon earth at all. But inwardly he was highly pleased. Sound man, Joe Varelli, and a leech when it came to “shadowing” a suspect.

Anyone intimately acquainted with him would have been surprised to see that, for once, the Superintendent had not troubled to change into the immaculate evening dress which was his invariable wear after dark. Instead, he wore a neat but well-worn serge, topped by a felt hat. And in the hip pocket of that serge suit was a small but exceedingly serviceable .33 calibre automatic pistol.

All this might betoken that Carbrooke was expecting to run into trouble during his peregrinations on this particular night, which really was not so. He had balanced the weapon dubiously in the palm of his hand before eventually dropping it into his pocket, and had only decided in favour of that course from the recollection of what had happened to McCarthy. No man is less addicted to carrying fire-arms than a highly-placed police officer; and no man more chary of using them—except at the last gasp. American police methods find no favour with those in authority at Scotland Yard; none whatever.

But, he told himself with a shrug, with a possibility of a rencontre with persons who did not hesitate at wholesale slaughter with high explosives, a man might as well be in a position to go down inflicting the maximum amount of damage upon such gentry before they gave him his quietus. And Superintendent Carbrooke, unlike most men of his profession, was a crack shot with either automatic pistol or revolver.

He turned into Greek Street, and a little higher up crossed over into Wardour Street. At the corner of Broad Street he paused a moment or two and took a good look about him. Here, unquestionably, was the point at which the mysterious car containing the Princess Vasiloff and the unknown men had charged down upon the afflicted Benito Mascari. Here, also, was where poor McCarthy had been hovering at three o’clock. Now, what had he been after in this immediate neighbourhood when, beyond any shadow of doubt, he would be right out for blood in pursuit of the attempted assassins of Sir Everard Denholme? It was a pretty problem—and a particular bit of the Sohoan landscape which offered nothing towards its solution. Of his knowledge, which went far deeper than externals, just at this point was perhaps the most solid and eminently respectable portion of the whole locality.

He crossed the road into Poland Street and went slowly along that short but, to him, intensely interesting thoroughfare. At the shop of “Nataluska” he stopped, and took interested stock of the contents of the window. It was composed, in the main, of leather-work: cushions, book-covers, small hanging wall-pieces; mostly of very simple but extremely beautiful design and embellishment. Very earnestly he studied them.

“May be wrong,” he told himself, “but this doesn’t look like a blind. At any rate the stuff is genuine handwork—not dumped, machine-stamped goods.”

Glancing up quickly, he saw that a face was watching him over the low-partitioned back of the window. An eager, bright little face belonging to, he would have ventured, a girl of perhaps eighteen. It was very round, dimpled and altogether childlike in its virginal innocence, with very large, dark eyes, peculiarly soft, and in them, he fancied, an almost pleading expression. Almost—he smiled to himself at the idea—as if a child had been left to look after a business and was silently praying “Oh, do please come in and buy something from me while I am in charge!” Her hair, he noticed, was very dark and shiny, not cut in the modern fashion, but parted in the centre and worn in plaited rings behind her very small and pretty ears. Exactly, it was recalled to him instantly, as the young Princess Vasiloff had worn hers when sitting for the beautiful pastel which hung upon the wall of Her Grace of Casaldon’s boudoir. Was this one too, he wondered, another unfortunate—or really, fortunate—emigre; another victim of the unspeakable Cheka?

Noticing in a corner of the window a pile of simple leathern bookmarks, he obeyed a sudden impulse and stepped into the shop. To his keen eyes, trained to read faces as other men do their newspapers— at a glance—the quick lighting up of the young face, the eager yet timid step towards him, told each their tale. Whatever else this roof might cover, here indubitably was a young life innocent of all evil— upon that he would have staked his life.

In quite the quaintest and prettiest admixture of French and English he had ever heard, she inquired his wishes and, learning them, with sparkling eyes deposited several of the articles in question before him. The careful, loving way in which she spread them out was not lost upon him.

With an idea of drawing her into conversation, he lingered over his choice.

“With them all so very quaint and beautiful,” he told her with his pleasant, reassuring smile, “it is difficult to decide which to take.”

“But yes, m’sieu,” she agreed eagerly, “they are all of the most beautiful and simple, and are, indeed, all of the hand of Madame herself.”

Had she said they were the handiwork of heavenly angels, her tone could not have been richer in loving admiration. The price, it seemed, was two shillings each.

“That’s ridiculously cheap,” he said incredulously.

The bright soft eyes went suddenly very grave and earnest.

“It is,” she told him, “but the so beautiful work of Madame is not ver’ well known. The price it is ver’ petite that a patron might to his friends inform of such smallness of money to pay for the ideas so perfect of Madame.”

“I see,” he said, equally grave. “I am sure that anyone knowing of it would recommend Madame’s work. You—you are French?” he put suddenly.

“Oh no, m’sieu,” she hastened to correct him in her very best, but very halting English. “I am Russ—as is Madame la … Madame Nataluska. I have much honour to be, as one would say, the—the companion of Madame. But your English, it is ver’ difficile for me to learn, and I speak a little French I learn in Paris so better I meex them. But I am learn to speak a better English from Madame.”

“You speak English wonderfully well,” he assured her heartily; then, very quietly and tentatively, “Your Madame Nataluska must be a very kind lady?”

In all his life Carbrooke had never seen such an expression of utter idolatry as came instantly into the lustrous eyes. It might have shone from those of some little peasant child gazing upon a holy ikon by a Russian roadside.

“Madame,” she said in almost a whisper, “is the most wonderful and …” then checked herself. “It would, per’aps, not give her pleasure that we should speak of her,” she concluded gravely.

“Perhaps not,” he said, then chose two of the bookmarks and tendered his money. “And I will certainly mention Madame’s work to—to such friends as I have who would be interested,” he finished lamely.

It was in an exceedingly doubtful frame of mind that he moved on towards Oxford Street, the small, carefully-wrapped parcel she had given him still in his hand. One thing was very positive, he told himself as he went along: whatever there might be illicit, if not worse, that the Princess Vasiloff was engaged in, this pure-eyed, gentle-voiced child had no knowledge of it—or she was the most consummate actress he had ever encountered. A possibility, the latter, that he dismissed instantly from his mind as utterly ridiculous.

At the corner of Oxford Street he glanced back towards the shop, and in so doing witnessed something that pulled him up dead. The young Russian girl had followed him to the door of the shop—had, he was inclined to think by the direction in which her head was turned, been looking after him. By the soft light from the door he saw a powerful-looking man with quite his share of good looks, in a swarthy, dark-eyed and white-toothed way, cross the road and come directly up to her, a most unmistakable leer upon his face. One of his hands, Carbrooke noted in a subconscious way, was bandaged.

He saw the over-full, red lips move in speech with the girl, saw her draw back in evident alarm and disgust, then she turned quickly inside and closed the door in the face of the accoster. With a grim smile on his lips and a hard, steely look flashing into his eyes, Carbrooke quickly recrossed the narrow dark street and retraced his steps until opposite the shop, meaning, in the event of further advances on the part of the swarthy-looking gentleman, to intervene—and unpleasantly.

The man stood still a moment, then with a short and exceedingly unmelodious laugh moved on, muttering to himself. At which moment a gentleman engrossed in a newspaper brushed closely past the Superintendent. A quick glance showed him it was Mr. Joseph Varelli, C.I.D.

“That your man?” came from lips that never moved.

“That’s him, sir,” was the reply, and shadowed and shadower moved on into the lights of Oxford Street. From where he stood, he saw the former cross the road and proceed along the north side towards New Oxford Street, the latter drifting along with apparent aimlessness in his wake.

The thought struck him, and with considerable force, that here again was a queer development. Of all places in the street, of the number of smart and pretty women who were to be seen about, why should the suspect whom the erudite McCarthy had been so anxious to have “tailed” come to this particular shop and accost this particular girl? And whatever it was that he had said had frightened her intensely, that much was plain enough to see. Had she any previous knowledge of him, or had he been just unpleasantly attracted by the very unusual beauty of the girl as she stood framed in the light of her doorway? Well, a moment, and an adroit question or two would soon show him that. He crossed the street and, with simulated breathlessness, opened the door and re-entered the shop. He saw instantly that the olive skin had gone very pale and the large eyes were still dilated with fear.

“Have I, by any chance, left my gloves here?” he mendaciously inquired, the articles being at that moment in his pocket. Then proceeded quickly, before any answer could be forthcoming from her. “You’ve gone very pale,” he said. “Has something startled you?”

“It is nothing, m’sieu,” she answered shakily, “nothing. It is per’aps so foolish that I should be frightened. But it is the secon’ time this day that he come here and——”

“You mean that fellow who crossed the road and spoke to you just now?” he interrupted. “I saw him. You have no knowledge of him?”

She stared at him with wide-open eyes.

“Mais non, m’sieu,” she said. “He came in once in the afternoon of to-day. Not to buy; just looked about and keep looking at me in so strange a way I get afraid. Then he go away, but say he will come again. As you saw, m’sieu, he did, and say something. But I do not ’ear what is it he say, and close the door, oh, so quick.”

Carbrooke nodded.

“So I saw. You—you don’t think that perhaps this man knows your Madame and was perhaps seeking for her?”

The effect of his question upon the girl amazed him. Her face went livid to the very lips.

“Madame!” she gasped. “Oh no, m’sieu! He is not of her friends. He is bad. I do not know just how—but I could feel that he was so. He would not be seeking for Madame. He is not Russ—he is French, I could tell.”

“Ah,” Carbrooke muttered thoughtfully. “And if a Russian of that class were seeking for your lady, you would be alarmed?”

She did not answer, but just stood staring at him in palpable horror of his very suggestion. He hurried on, not wishing to add to her very evident distress. “As to that particular man,” he said reassuringly, “I shouldn’t worry any further about him. I have the idea that he is on the verge of—of going away.”

“You know him, m’sieu?”

“I know of him,” he corrected her gently.

“And he is to go away. Per’aps out of England?” The relief in her voice was very manifest.

“Er … I could almost assure you that he will be going away for quite a while. In all probability leave England,” he added, a Deportation Order uppermost in his mind.

“Oh, I am glad—ver’ glad,” she exclaimed; then returned to the subject of his missing gloves, searching about a small counter as she spoke. “I cannot think, m’sieu, that you ’ave leave your gloves here. To me they …”

“Why,” said Carbrooke, slapping a hand against his side pocket. “If they’re not in my pocket all the time. I really must apologize.”

“No, no, m’sieu! I am glad that it is you should ar-rive back. I am so much relief when you tell me that man, he go away. So verree glad.”

“And if by any chance he should look in here again,” he advised, taking a leaf from his pocket-book and scribbling down a number and handing it across to her, “I see you have a telephone there— use it, the moment he sets foot in the door. Ring up that number and just say one word: ‘Hurry!’ ”

“Oh yes, m’sieu!” she said wonderingly.

“That’s the number of the nearest police-station. I happen to have some very influential friends there. As I go past, I’ll see them. The moment the station-sergeant gets that one word, two exceedingly impressive gentlemen will be around here as fast as their large feet can carry them. When they’ve finished assisting our importunate friend out, he’ll probably remember it to the longest day he lives. Good-night.”

“One thing is certain,” he told himself as he made his way along towards Holborn, “whoever McCarthy’s suspect may prove to be, he certainly isn’t known to the household of the Princess Vasiloff, even if he is to her.”

At Kingsway he took a taxi and demanded to be driven to that particularly quiet oasis wherein Luigi Pombola had his dubious caravanserai, but by a route which considerably lessened any chance of suspicion on arrival. If Pombola had scouts out, then he had unquestionably arrived from King’s Cross Station, as he meant Luigi to understand.

Brushing aside the instant suggestion of a private room as before, but ordering the very best dinner Luigi could or would supply to a diner in the main room, he strode through the curtains and settled himself at an empty table in a secluded corner. Slowly, very slowly, he permitted his eyes to rove carelessly about the room. Two tables ahead of him was seated the man with the bandaged hand, eating ravenously. And then a sight met his eyes to make him sit in rigid astonishment.

But three tables from him, and evidently, like himself, partaking of a special dinner and wines, was none other than Madame the Princess Natalie Vasiloff. Over an evening gown of the smartest she was wearing a long coat of red sable.






CHAPTER XII

POMBOLA’s—AND AFTER



To say that Superintendent Carbrooke was left momentarily in a condition of complete and utter astonishment at the radiant vision which met his eyes is to state his frame of mind conservatively. For the space of a few seconds he was dumbfounded.

But only momentarily. Then that calm, reasoning mind of his began swiftly to function with its customary logical acuteness. His first act was to take from a neighbouring table an evening paper left by a departed diner, open it and prop it against the cruet before him. Then ensconcing himself behind it, he began to give the whole room and its occupants a thorough sifting through the seine of his memory.

The first point to make absolutely certain of, before deciding that there was anything dubious in the fact of a lady dining alone at Pombola’s, was to decide that there was anything dubious, criminally, about Pombola’s itself.

It was nothing, nowadays, for ladies of the highest social quality, imbued with a spirit of adventure, to dine alone in really remarkable places, and without the slightest suggestion of harm. Just as they could be found enjoying themselves wholeheartedly at night clubs in which Scotland Yard took quite a lot of unobtrusive interest—often with sudden and paralysing results, when the time was ripe and the Chief slipped the leash. That quite a number of eminently respectable persons might, probably would, be found cheek by jowl with an equal number eminently otherwise, argued, in police eyes, nothing against them. They were merely the adventurous lambs who, probably quite unconsciously, had lain down by the side of some splendidly sleek and entirely deceptive wolves. And, generally, one sharp lesson was sufficient to keep them to their own little fold for ever after. Was the Princess Natalie Vasiloff at heart, and despite all contrary evidence from those who knew her best, one of these gay, high-spirited seekers after adventure? Was she one of the white lambs, unconsciously sojourning amongst some unpleasantly black wolves?

For that she was in such company, Carbrooke’s first keen glance around the large room, salon, whatever Pombola chose to call it, showed him without any question of doubt. Quite fifty per cent. of those who were enjoying the Signor Pombola’s fare were perfectly well known to him officially—though he was thoroughly gratified to be aware that the acquaintance was on one side only; that not one of them had ever had the, for them, doubtful pleasure of meeting him personally. So much for the value of a staff of able lieutenants. A thought which, despite the seriousness of the matter in hand, forced a smile to his lips. A mental picture of, say, Detective-sergeant McCarthy dropping in inadvertently to grace the scene, brought something very near a chuckle from him: the number who would have suddenly discovered that they had urgent and imperative business elsewhere, and, folding their napkins, would have stolen forth into the soft night, would have astounded host Pombola. Or … would it? That was a moot point.

For of that fifty per cent, of the company, most of whose dossiers (complete with photograph and finger-prints) he could lay hands upon in remarkably quick time, quite thirty were international notorieties; of the residue a number were politicals, noisy but fairly harmless, but there were yet others, proficient dabblers in every branch of crime, and thoroughly and unequivocally dangerous.

Small wonder that Pombola showed signs of nervous trepidation at the sudden advent into such company of anyone he was not intimately acquainted with. For that Pombola had not liked the idea of his dining in that room had been plain to see. Running again over the principal characteristics of the guests known to him, he found himself wondering into which of the several categories did the man with the bandaged hand fall. The man whom McCarthy wanted; who had given the police a wrong address, and had made at once for Pombola’s as soon as he was out of their hands.

But above all and demanding instant answer was the one insistent question: What was the young Princess Vasiloff’, not only herself a woman of aristocratic birth and antecedents, but the personal and valued friend of some of the most highly placed in this country, what was she doing in this desperate, crime-sodden company? It was a question he found far easier to ask than to provide any satisfactory answer to.

From behind his printed screen he covertly studied her. There was no doubt whatever as to her identity. Men of his profession—and doubly so those of his eminence in it—do not make mistakes after a careful looking-over of so outstanding a personality as hers, within a few hours. This was the woman who had fainted away upon the staircase of the Duchess of Casaldon’s house last night; the woman whom McCarthy had asserted (and stuck to his assertion) was both “wanted and dangerous.” Whatever there might be that was doubtful about this business—and there was plenty—that particular point was clear and indisputable.

But about her was some inexplicable, wholly indefinable change. She was to be positively identified as the same, yet … she was not the same. There was a complete metamorphosis; he decided, at length, that it was wholly of manner. The gentle, clinging, sad-eyed woman who was the love of his friend, Tommy Wrayne, was gone; in her place there was a hard-eyed, glitteringly metallic creature of complete and insolent self-possession, even in this company. There was no mistake, no physical difference in any way, but where gentleness, truth and purity had shone out of the eyes of the same woman no later than a few hours since, now all that glinted from them was mockery and contempt, colder than ice, hard as a stone.

“By gad,” he muttered to himself, “a Jekyll and Hyde woman you, my lady, if ever one existed!”

Suddenly, with a little shiver of gleaming shoulders, she drew her fur closer around her, and then the lynx eyes of the detective made a discovery. Upon her right shoulder, just behind the seam, a small patch of hair was missing—a bald spot was there which, so far as he might judge, might well approximate to that tuft which had been taken from the hand of the unconscious McCarthy. That the hair reposing in his pocket and that of the coat the Princess was wearing was one and the same there could be no mistaking; the colour and texture of the two were exact. Moreover, cautious observation showed him that his original theory concerning it had been right: although exceedingly well preserved the coat was well worn, if not actually old.

At which point of his cogitation, his eyes, wandering casually about the room, came to rest upon another astonishing angle of the mystery of the Princess Vasiloff. In front of the man with the bandaged hand and hidden by the cardboard menu was a small, unfolded, and none too clean piece of paper. In it was an exactly similar tuft of hair to the one in Carbrooke’s possession! From it, and with eyes that now looked like gleaming red-brown agates, the man kept searching the coat as he himself had done. Suddenly, and his whole face set upon the instant, they rested upon that hair-riven spot upon the shoulder. A long, most curiously sounding hiss escaped from his thick, red lips, then he carefully refolded the paper before him and placed it in his pocket. From that moment, Carbrooke saw, he never once turned his eyes in her direction, but upon his face there slowly grew the wickedest grin that the detective had ever seen upon human features. Now, what the devil did all this portend?

Of one thing he was certain: the man and this beautiful scintillating creature were not acquainted. More than once he had seen her eyes, in moving languidly about the room, pass over the man with the bandaged hand with no more recognition in them—but quite as much contempt—as they had shown when once she had contemplated himself. Contempt, indeed, seemed the dominating emotion of this side of the Princess Vasiloff.

So the little Russian girl at the shop had been quite truthful when she had said that Madame had no knowledge of the man who had intruded upon her. But looking at the beautiful, icily-cold, insolent face of the woman drawing now at a strangely-scented cigarette, he wondered where the kind, gentle-souled Madame of that innocent child’s idolatry came in? Was she also a dupe of this lovely creature’s histrionic arts—as were that splendid old lady, the Duchess of Casaldon, and her nephew? He sighed inwardly when he recalled Tommy’s troubled face and honest, anxious eyes.

But where the deuce had this particular undesirable (or he, Carbrooke, was no judge) got hold of a piece of fur from that coat—and without, apparently, knowing just from whose particular garment it had come? That was an especially singular side of it, for, obviously, had he known he would not have taken such pains to identify it.

What was it McCarthy had maundered on about last night in that drawling voice of his ? Closing his eyes in concentration, the tones of his unfortunate subordinate sounded again upon his mental ear.

“ … her hands were trembling—so was her voice … had a fight with someone before she came here—and in the street.”

He recalled his own impatient demur: “Princesses don’t fight in the street, my lad,” and McCarthy’s obstinate insistence that “this particular one had”; then the solid array of evidence he produced to prove it. And in particular, that one statement of McCarthy’s smote upon him weightily: “Fog didn’t tear a chunk of fur out of the right shoulder of her coat …”

And it had not; that much was cold, hard fact. Then who did—if it were not the man sitting opposite her at that present instant? And if not he, then how did he become possessed of that piece of fur from her coat—the coat McCarthy had laid hands upon sometime after three o’clock that morning to his instant undoing? Had Mac, pursuing his idea in that pig-headed way of his, got quickly on to the mysterious attacker of the Princess? Was that at the bottom of his having the man shadowed? More than likely. It occurred to the Superintendent that the man assigned to that shadowing job was one after McCarthy’s own heart. If the man with the bandaged hand could shake off Varelli he’d be a clever man—a very clever man indeed. About his only hope would be to drop down a sewer-trap and, once safely down, stop down for the rest of his life. And, at that, it would be an amazing thing if Joe Varelli did not find some unusual thing about that particular sewer-trap to attract his unwelcome attention.

Some little time Carbrooke sat on, planning out his line of immediate action, then suddenly got up, called for his bill, paid it and, with the ready aid of a waiter warmed by a generous tip, got into his overcoat and departed.

The abruptness of his exit was accelerated by a sudden discovery, when he stood up, of the fact that from his position in the outer room, through a mirror most cunningly set on the wall of the inner, the Signor Luigi Pombola was watching him intently —and doubtless had been so doing during the whole course of his visit. And the unhealthy olive-skinned features of the signor were at the moment registering a very fair representation of the Seven Deadly Sins—but notably Malice, Hatred and Revenge. But he was exceedingly obsequious to him as he passed through and out by the front door. Then Luigi pressed a fat finger firmly upon a concealed bell-push in the front of the counter. Deep down in his cellars it buzzed a quick message, and made the second one so received that evening.

At the corner upon which Pombola’s stood, Carbrooke waited in the full light of a lamp-post while he lit a cigarette. Somewhere about, Varelli was planted waiting for his man, and he wanted to make touch with him. Upon the other angle of the road straight across from him he could see the scaffolding of an old building in the course of demolition; it looked a likely spot to be a burrowing place of the sleuth. A taxi passing by at that moment, he hailed it and jumped in. For the benefit of a tiny opening in Pombola’s swing-door, from which he knew a dark, fiery eye was watching him, he took particular care to announce very audibly his destination as Piccadilly Circus. The instant the car had started, however, he put his head out of the opposite window and hissed into the ear of the startled driver: “Round the first corner and pull up. Police!” Which last word brought instant obedience—and no argument whatsoever.

Alighting from the car at a dark spot he personally indicated, he paid the man and sent him off, then cautiously made his way to where the uprights of the scaffolding and the platforms arose from Cimmerian blackness. From where he was he had full view of the exterior of Pombola’s: Varelli, if he were there, had got a wonderful vantage ground to await the exit of his man.

“Varelli,” he called softly.

A voice almost at his elbow answered in the same quiet tone.

“On duty, Super. I was wondering how long you’d stand without speaking.”

“There’s a woman in there I want followed,” Carbrooke told him. “And as it’s big fry, I’ll do the job myself. This seems as good a pitch as any to pick anyone from Pombola’s up from, so I’ll wait with you.”

“This place is made for the job, sir,” responded the other, then lapsed into silence. The Super was not in sociable mood to-night, it seemed; probably had a good bit on his mind with this Denholme business. Not all beer and skittles being boss of his particular section.

Ten o’clock came and went and many had passed into, and later out of, Pombola’s establishment. A strangely assorted company at that, both the waiting men decided, each silently to himself; but never a sign of the two in whom individually each was interested.

Came in weary course closing time, and with it a general exodus. Still no appearance of the couple they sought. Doors closed to the public, heavily shot bolts barred them out—and still nothing. Then, one by one, lights went out. Pombola’s was in complete darkness.

“Now what the devil does that mean?” Carbrooke said at length.

“There’s no way out but a side door, and I’ve been watching that,” Varelli informed him.

“I’ve been watching it myself,” Carbrooke returned.

“Looks like serving after hours,” the other suggested practically.

“In which case the two we’re waiting for are well known there,” was the grim response. “Which is one of the things I wanted to know. Pombola wouldn’t chance any after-hours stuff with strangers.”

“You can bet on that,” assured Varelli. “This division is hotter than hell on that game.”

Carbrooke thought for a moment or two, then:

“You hold on here,” he ordered. “If your man comes out, stick to him. If the woman leaves alone, leave me a gippo patteran I can read later. If they go together, which I doubt, hang on to them until they separate.”

An end from a rope clove-hitched about a scaffold-pole dangled just by them. “If it’s the first, make a figure-eight knot in this rope to the right. If the second, make it to the left. If they go together leave it as it is.”

“Right, sir. And if they don’t appear at all?”

Carbrooke gave a grin in the darkness.

“Then stop here until they do, or you’re relieved,” he answered, and disappeared noiselessly into the darkness.

He was crossing the Gray’s Inn Road when a large, dark-coloured car came streaking by him. In it he saw one man rise and extend his arm. A long flash of red flame spurted out and something, something that hummed like a bee, went past his head. In a flash he had drawn his own gun and fired. He heard a sharp cry and two more of those silent shots answered his.

“Silencers on their guns,” he gasped, and dashed for cover.

At the sharp crack of his automatic, police were invoked from every direction as if by magic. The car, which had slowed down for a moment, now sprang ahead like a living thing. In a place less congested Carbrooke would have shot at its tyres; but here it was too chancy, too dangerous to the public.

“Hold that car!” he yelled to a sergeant who had run in from Theobald’s Road. The man, gamely enough, jumped for the running-board, clung on a moment, then went down and lay sprawled in the road from a blow on the skull. The car, going now at terrific speed, swung upon two wheels into either Rosebery Avenue or Clerkenwell Road and was lost instantly to sight.

Of the general hullabaloo of constables, inspectors, and sergeants, now gathered and issuing and countermanding orders all in one breath, Carbrooke took no notice; indeed, he withdrew as far out of the vortex of excitement as he possibly could. It was no part of his policy for the general public to hear him respectfully addressed by uniformed men as “sir”; in exactly the opposite direction lay the essence of his usefulness.

The point which at the moment was most intriguing him, and, indeed, was jabbing most irritatingly at his professional pride, was: had he himself been shadowed from the moment that he had left Pombola’s? With a growl of disgust he came to the conclusion that he must have been. Luck of the game—the biter bitten. But one thing was very apparent—this particular gang would stop at nothing.

Which left Varelli—it flashed instantly to his mind—in a remarkably precarious position. If they had followed him all the way, they must know of the other watcher in the vicinity.

Catching the eye of a plainclothes man from the Holborn Station, he beckoned him across and gave him his instructions. In less time than it takes to tell, the officer and a comrade were travelling towards the point by back streets and short cuts, and at the double. He did not enlighten them; merely instructed them as to where they should find Varelli and when found to place themselves under his orders. If no Varelli were to be found, to examine carefully—and without light—the condition of a piece of rope to be found hanging in a certain position, and to report on same from the nearest telephone to the Inspector in charge at Cannon Row, The Yard being, for some unearthly reason that he had never been able to fathom, an empty and totally deserted building after eleven o’clock at night.

He noticed that the unfortunate sergeant who had jumped the running-board was up again and being helped in the direction of Holborn by another uniformed man. He was, Carbrooke saw with deep regret, holding a bloodstained handkerchief to his head. At once he slipped after them.

“Hope you’re not seriously hurt, sergeant?” he said in that engaging way he had with subordinates. “It was a darn’d plucky thing to do.”

The man flushed with pleasure; it showed very plainly upon his white, bloodless face.

“I’d have held them, too, sir, only they got me with a cosh. Right over the eye-bone—knocked me cold. Was that your shot we heard?”

“Yes. They had silencers on their guns. Thank God, they didn’t take a shot at you,” he said sincerely.

“Well, I can tell you one thing, sir. You hit one of ’em, and pretty badly, too. He was crouched in a heap down by the driver, coughing and groaning something awful. By the sound of his wheezing and whistling when he breathed he got hit in the throat or the lungs.”

Carbrooke compressed his lips.

“Perhaps that will keep the gang quiet for a bit,” he said, and quickly switched off the subject. “If it’s nothing worse than a crack on the nut you’ve napped,” he said, smiling, “I’ll see what I can do with your ‘Soop’ towards a week on the sick-list. Good-night.”

When, five minutes later, an Inspector was seeking him urgently for details of the occurrence, he was not to be found. At the exact moment that the worthy officer was peering about corners in the Gray’s Inn Road, Superintendent Carbrooke was alighting from a taxi at a point in Oxford Street exactly opposite Poland Street—a now particularly dark and gloomy-looking thoroughfare. And if anyone had at that moment asked him just what he had in mind in alighting at that particular spot, he would have found considerable difficulty in providing a reasonable answer. Suffice it that he had a “hunch” —as McCarthy would have put it—so to do; and having it, he alighted.

Standing in the doorway of one of the shops opposite the head of the street, he surveyed it for some considerable time. Not one soul, so far as his keen eye could reach, was there to be seen in it; not one sound came from it. For all that was visible or audible it was a street of the dead.

Swiftly and soundlessly he slipped across Oxford Street a little higher up, then equally silently rounded the corner of Poland Street and penetrated it as far as the premises of “Nataluska.” The shop and the windows above it were in complete darkness. He slipped into the small right-of-way which bounded it upon the left side to make observation if the rear windows were in the same black condition. Hands outstretched against a brick wall, he moved cautiously along when, without warning, a hand clamped down upon his shoulder and another gripped at his throat.

On the instant his right hand dropped into his coat pocket, his finger upon the hair-trigger of his automatic.

“What the hell’s your game here ?” hissed a fierce voice in his ear.

“Tommy!” he gasped, and a feeling of warm relief flooded him. “Thank God you spoke, man! Another second and I’d have shot you as dead as a doornail. Lord, I’d forgotten all about your intention of prowling about here. Phew!”

Mr. Wrayne seemed equally staggered, but from a totally different emotion.

“What are you doing prowling about here?” he demanded, not without a trace of suspicion in his voice. “If it—if it’s anything to do with a—a certain lady we know, I can tell you that she’s been indoors all the evening and has gone to bed long ago.”

To which assertion Carbrooke made no answer— none whatever. There did flash to his tongue a quick challenge of the statement—but he kept it back. Gallant, loyal old Tommy, doing his best to shield the woman he loved, at whatever cost. She had not been indoors all that evening and Tommy knew it. The chances were that she was not at home yet, and Tommy knew that as well—was there, wretched and miserable, eating his heart out in an ocean of doubt at least, if not something worse. No, dashed if he could hand the poor devil a knock-out punch that would shake him to his very fundamentals. And anyhow, he thought whimsically, a hundred to one Tommy would refuse to believe it!

“Nobody’s disputing you, my lad,” was all he said, and added: “I know another who won’t be so long out of bed—if the crime wave will let him once get into it. So long!”

But he sat for a very considerable time by his fire before he eventually did turn in, revolving in his mind the best possible way to alleviate the shattering blow that, his experience told him, must soon fall upon old Tommy. But the more he thought, the more muddled up and involved the whole thing seemed to get. At last he gave it up with a stifled groan.

“The law,” he said, “will have to take its own course. If she’s mixed up in this business, she’ll have to pay the penalty. If it’s my job to pull her in, it is—and that’s the end of it. But it’s a tough job when a woman has two faces, the one of an angel and the other of a devil; and it’s a tougher still when your best pal is in love with the angel and you’ve got to finish the devil. And anyhow,” he growled finally, “mine is no profession for a man who’s got a heart. I ought really to have been a fortune-teller, or something else illegal. I’d have flourished like a green bay-tree.”






CHAPTER XIII



AT THE YARD

Despite the trials and tribulations of the previous night it was a particularly smart and well-groomed Superintendent Carbrooke who, at nine a.m. to the minute, turned from the bottom of Whitehall into Cannon Row, en route for the side entrance of The Yard.

Before entering those gloomy portals, however, he looked in at Cannon Row Station for a moment, and interviewed the grey-haired station-sergeant, who had known him from his first day in the service and was himself upon the point of retirement from the scene of many years’ activities. They did not stand upon much ceremony or formality these two—particularly when they chanced upon each other alone, as at the present moment.

“My Gawd!” exclaimed the station-sergeant (Brock by name), and which exclamation was doubtless caused by the extremely spring-like and gala attire the Superintendent had donned. “What are you got up for to-day? Lunching at Buckingham Palace?”

“Never look poor, my lad, even if you are,” said Carbrooke, laughing. “Any ’phone message taken by your incompetents for me either last night or this morning?”

“Why the blazes you fellers can hop off at eleven at night and leave us poor uniformed slaves to do your jobs for you, beats me,” growled Mr. Brock, leading the way towards that desk over which he had turned cold official eyes and taken details of evil-doers for the past three-and-thirty years. At the present moment, however, nothing but benign humour reigned in his optics. “There ought to be a Royal Commission on it,” he further gave as his opinion.

“Will be, one day,” Carbrooke agreed equably, “when some big bug gets bumped off after hours.”

The sergeant took a piece of paper from his desk and regarded it askance.

“There’s two of ’em. Came through from some Sherlock Holmes at Holborn. First 3.45 a.m. There’s a fine time to put through C.I.D. calls! Trying to see the poor devil on night-duty don’t grab forty winks by any chance.”

“I’d like to see the ’phone call that would keep you from sleeping on duty,” the Superintendent commented. “I’ll bet you’ve slept thousands of hours away that you’ve been paid for. What does he report?”

“ ‘Joined up with V. as ordered,’ ” read the station-sergeant. “ ‘No appearance yet of parties under observation.’ ”

Carbrooke whistled. “At three forty-five,” he murmured. “That looks like … What was the second message?” he asked.

“Six-fifty from same station.” The sergeant picked up a second slip of paper and read: “ ‘Still no appearance. V. dismissed self and mate and gone on building job as labourer until they do. Advise or relieve when convenient.’ ”

Carbrooke, digesting this record of self-obliterating devotion to duty, uttered a “Good man!” with sincere appreciation. “That’s the way duty’s done in the C.I.D.,” he informed the mouthpiece of the information.

“What is?”

“Man shadowing suspects from a building in the course of reconstruction and his quarry not coming out of where they’ve been, goes to work with the gang in the morning, to keep touch. What do you know about that?”

The sergeant yawned.

“Most likely personal inclination,” he observed dryly. “Ought to have been a bricklayer or a hod-carrier, instead of dodging round throwing his weight as C.I.D. Anyhow, a bit of work’ll be a change for him.”

Upon which Parthian shot the Superintendent retreated to the door, followed by the elderly Doubting-Thomas of Cannon Row.

“There’ll probably be a later message for me at The Yard,” he said.

“I doubt it,” was Station-sergeant Brock’s opinion, delivered with another twinkle of his bright eyes. “I’ve seen one or two of the poor sheep that work there drift in this morning and they didn’t look awake enough to take a message properly. You should get a young feller or two from here to show them the road.”

But there was no later message awaiting him, so without delay he assigned a man to relieve the tenacious Varelli. There was a knock at the door, and the junior, Jarvis, entered, followed by an exceedingly nervous-looking taxi-driver.

“The taxi-driver you wanted brought in,” announced Mr. Jarvis solemnly.

“Oh, yes!” Carbrooke eyed the man, and, noticing at once that he was already mentally seeing himself accused of, tried and sentenced for hosts of crimes he had never heard of, smiled pleasantly.

“You drove Detective-sergeant McCarthy in your cab the night before last,” he put tentatively, although it sounded like positive information.

“If he was a ’andsome gent all dolled up in a dress suit as said he was police, yessir. I thought at first he were barmy, but it turned out ’e were on’y a comic.”

Carbrooke nodded.

“The sergeant to a T,” he said. “What time did you pick him up, and when and where did you part with him?”

Which brought upon his head a long description, rich in involved and utterly useless details, which enlightened the Superintendent down to the precise moment of McCarthy’s discharging the narrator and ordering him from his sight. There were one or two points in the narrative at which he stifled back a most unofficial grin with difficulty—so truly McCarthian were they; but there were one or two others at which he pricked up his ears keenly and made mental note of for later examination. But he allowed the man to proceed straight ahead without interruption.

“And then,” concluded the driver, “he takes my number, outs with a ten ’ogg note like the toff ’e looked, and says it’s the easiest ever I earned, which is Gawd’s truth, an’ tells me t’sling me ’ook, which I done accordin’ an’ quick an’ lively. An’ that’s all I know about ’im.”

“A very straight tale,” commented Carbrooke encouragingly. “But there’s one or two points I’d just like to go over again. You say that you told the sergeant that you’d driven this lady earlier in the evening—had had her put into your cab out of the fog by a police officer on duty?”

“Yussir.”

“Now just exactly at what point did that occur?”

“Like I told my fare; just near the corner o’ Pulteney Street an’ Old Compton.”

Carbrooke’s eyes snapped alertly.

“Old Compton Street,” he repeated. “That’s very interesting. The police officer saw her face, of course.”

“Must ’a done. Had his bull’s-eye fair on her. That’s when I seen she’d been mauled about. Wasn’t ’arf all of a shake, neither.”

“And her particular wish was to get at once to a telephone, you say?”

“Fair off her nut about that, she was. Made me run ’er t’ the Piccadilly Tube as quick as I could get.”

Carbrooke leaned back.

“I want you,” he said slowly and with great succinctness, “to tell me, as nearly as you possibly can, just what time it would be when the officer handed the lady over to you.”

Taxi-man thought hard a moment.

“It was a few minutes after ten,” he asserted, and then added, with still greater positiveness: “I’d say, five or six minutes past.”

Carbrooke looked up at the waiting Jarvis.

“Get through to C Division and find out which man’s beat brought him to that point at about that time. And if the man made any report of the occurrence and, whether or not, can he be brought in, say in an hour’s time?”

Jarvis left the room and the Superintendent continued his persuasive-toned inquisition.

“And from there you drove her directly to the Piccadilly Tube Station?” he proceeded.

“Yussir.”

“That, owing to the fog, would take a little longer than usual?” he suggested.

Taxi-man fidgeted a moment before replying:

“Look ’ere, guvnor,” he burst forth. “If what you’re a-tryin’ to git at is just what time my fare done ’er ’phoning, I can tell y’ to the tick.”

Carbrooke released a sigh of honest relief. Taxi-man was a long-winded beggar—and time was flying.

“That,” he said, “is precisely what I do want to get at.”

Taxi-man flushed slightly. “Why,” he began, “it’s like this ’ere. I been bilked more’n once by people—men an’ women an’ toffs—just ’oppin’ into Tube stations t’ ’phone, and then ’oppin’ out the other way, so I think if that’s your game, this is where it don’t come off. So I nips after her, but there she was, just goin’ into the box right enough. I watched her a minute, ’cos, t’ tell y’ the truth, she looked like she was goin’ to flop right out in the box, but she steadied herself up and I see her jawin’ away twenty t’ the dozen. So——”

“The time, man, the time,” Carbrooke reminded him wearily.

“That’s what I’m comin’ to. I wonder how far off theatre time it is and I take a mike up at the clock. It was dead on twelve minutes past ten.”

“Ha!” ejaculated the Superintendent, and made note of it.

“After that,” recommenced taxi-man laboriously, “she come out and——”

“ … and you drove her to the shop in Poland Street,” interrupted Carbrooke. “Also she didn’t go in, but turned up Oxford Street. That doesn’t interest me. I’ve got what I wanted. Got your car with you?”

He was informed that it was in the front of the building. And, furthermore, that the speaker was in earnest hopes that, having “coughed up” all he knew, the law would graciously permit him to get about earning his daily bread with the said licensed vehicle. He had, as he explained lugubriously, suffered a bitter experience the day previous, having contracted to drive a party of “the racing b’hoys” to Gatwick and back for the sum of four pounds. The day not having proved satisfactory to his clients, what he did receive was fifteen shillings, a thump under the ear, and a convincing promise of speedy annihilation if he opened his mouth wider than was necessary to draw breath.

Carbrooke smiled his sympathy—he knew the racing “heads.”

“Go down to your car and wait for me,” he told him. “You can run me out to Croydon in a few minutes.”

A few moments later saw the Superintendent in earnest conference with the officer who had taken the fateful warning given by the unknown woman upon the night of the fog.

“You think you’d know the voice again, Hudson?” he asked.

“Sure of it, sir. Although she sounded so very upset I couldn’t mistake it if I heard it again. Very soft and musical, and just as if the lady found it difficult to say what she had to say in English.”

“And you’re certain as to the time?”

The officer pushed his record book forward and turned back to the entry.

“There’s no getting away from that, sir. Timed the instant I took the message. Twelve past ten.”

“That’s plain enough,” said Carbrooke thoughtfully. “It may be all a big fuss about nothing,” he went on, “but I’ve just heard of another lady who has a soft, musical voice and who also would have difficulty in putting what she would have to say into English, and who also was terribly agitated, who rang somebody up from a certain place at twelve minutes past ten exactly.”

“Ah,” said “ ’Phones” significantly.

“And, therefore, I want you to meet at Vine Street another man who saw that lady, and pay a call upon a certain Madame Nataluska at an address you’ll be given in Poland Street. I want the other man to identify with his eyes and you with your ears. Detective Jarvis will give you instructions, and you’ll quite understand that it’s got to be done with the greatest circumspection. Better take a dud jury notice to serve, then find out there’s a mistake. But you must see and interview Madame Nataluska personally. And let me impress upon you one thing. Every person you meet in that place is to be treated with the utmost respect. Make no mistake about that.”

“And you,” he told Jarvis, “as soon as these men report, wire me at once care of the Chef de Service de Surete, Quai des Orfevriers, Paris. If anything else turns up, I’ll be back to-night.

“How long would it take you to get to the Croydon Aerodrome if there were no traffic regulations and no police on point?” he asked the waiting taxi-man, in that whimsical tone of his.

He received prompt answer: “Twenty minutes, guvnor.”

Carbrooke glanced at his watch.

“You’re on a useful tip if you can manage it in fifteen,” he said. “And while I think of it, I’ll be back there about half-past six to seven o’clock to-night, if you choose to pick me up.”

“Both jobs booked,” uttered the driver. “ ’Op in, guvnor, and I’ll set the old flyin’ lounge alight.”

As the taxi turned and swung into the stream of vehicles making for Westminster Bridge, a man, a meticulously dressed and perfectly groomed person, moved leisurely from the other side of a tree-guard by which the taxi had been drawn up.

“About half-past six to seven o’clock,” he murmured cheerfully. “That will be excellent, M’sieu Policeman—nothing could be more so.”

It was not until his taxi was flying up Brixton Hill at an utterly illegal rate of progress that it suddenly occurred to Carbrooke that not to one soul— not to Tommy, the Chief, even his old and critical pal at Cannon Row—had he mentioned the attempt upon his life the night before.

“I wonder if it really was meant for me,” he asked himself; “or if they made some bloomer? If it was, why didn’t they get after Varelli, whom they must, in that case, have known was where he was?”

It was a bit of a mystery that—but nothing compared to another that bore upon his mind heavily. Why in the name of all that was wonderful should a woman try to warn a man that an hour or two later she was out to kill him? Bit of a teaser, that was—always providing that the woman was identified as the speaker on the ’phone. He did not expect her to be.






CHAPTER XIV



HER GRACE DISCOURSES

It was the experience of Her Grace of Casaldon that when matters of a kind to cause perturbation assailed her grandson—other than financial—his instinct, sooner or later, would invariably lead him to her for guidance. It was a phase of his affection which gave the old lady tremendous satisfaction, expressing as it did an innate camaraderie between them which had no foundation in any ulterior motives, such as might, for instance, have been occasioned by any desire to ingratiate himself with her in the matter of expectations.

When any such grandmaternal conference between them was toward, it was generally the Honourable Tommy’s custom to present himself in Berkeley Square at almost ungodly hours of the morning, suggesting always to the very wise old lady who was to be the recipient of his confidences that he had passed a worrying night and was anxious to get things off his chest at the very earliest opportunity.

When, therefore, her maid, at the unconscionable hour of ten o’clock, took the Honourable Tommy’s card from Mr. Cobley’s salver and bore it into Her Grace’s bedroom, that great lady became immediately aware that something of a particularly disturbing nature had either happened to that gentleman or was about to happen in the immediate future. And as, since his parting with Superintendent Carbrooke in the much earlier hours of that same morning, the Honourable Tommy had not shut an eye, and had only refreshed himself by the agency of a cold bath, the first glance his grandmother gave at him was quite sufficient to arouse all her interest.

But she did not ask any questions—as nine hundred and ninety-nine ladies of her age and generation would have instantly proceeded to do. Nor did she pass any comment upon the untimely hour he had selected for his visit. Instead, she took his call quite as a matter of course and chatted lightly upon such items of news as the sterling Jennings had found for her perusal in the morning paper.

But the answers of the Honourable Thomas were perfunctory and, not having seen a morning paper, remarkably vague. Then he suddenly took to mooching up and down Her Grace’s boudoir—invariable prelude to sudden and startling revelations. And upon this particular morning there was nothing lacking of the latter quality in Mr. Wrayne’s beginning.

“Granny,” he demanded suddenly, “what’s the mystery behind Natalie Vasiloff?”

“Mystery?” repeated Her Grace, when she had recaptured her breath. “What mystery should there be?”

“Shouldn’t be any,” answered her grandson doggedly, “but there is—and, what’s more, you know all about it.”

Her Grace, using an extremely nimble brain, manoeuvred adroitly.

“The word ‘mystery,’ Tommy,” she began, “suggests something concealed—something kept hidden concerning her. What is there that the world may not know of her? Our world”—she shrugged her shoulders—“to no other can her existence be of the slightest interest.”

“You’re wrong,” her grandson informed her with most unusual bluntness. “To one particular section, not altogether of our set, Natalie has become an object of extreme interest.”

The old lady lifted her eyebrows questioningly.

“The police,” he said shortly.

“Police?” she echoed, and not all her self-possession prevented her showing to the keen eyes watching her that his words had startled her.

“I assume,” she began slowly, a thoughtful crease down the fine white forehead, “that you are alluding to the gentleman who came here? Superintendent … his name for the moment has eluded me.”

“Carbrooke,” he reminded, and added grimly: “Yes. And I know him well; particularly well. He isn’t a man to chase chimeras. And he’s giving Natalie an amount of attention which—frankly— scares me.”

Her Grace stared at him blankly.

“You mean that these attentions have been troublesome to her?” she asked slowly.

“Good Lord, no. Carbrooke’s a gentleman—one of the best I know. I don’t suppose for a moment that she has the faintest suspicion of such a thing. But that he has is quite enough for me.” He paused and put in two or three of his restless peregrinations. Her Grace, watching him covertly, wondered just how much of his agitation was based upon actual knowledge of any real impending evil to her beautiful protegee and how much just the nervous trepidation for a loved one suffering unjust suspicion. But slowly, though none the less surely, his anxiety was communicating itself to her.

Suddenly he came and sat down by her and took her thin white hand in both his great broad ones. A simple gesture, but one which touched her infinitely.

She looked at his tall, sturdy frame, the square-jawed, pleasant face with its honest, steady-looking eyes, and it seemed but yesterday since he used to come to that very room, a small boy in a sailor suit with a mop of fair hair which nothing could make tidy, and sit in that very same Chippendale chair and hold her hand in just the same way that he was doing at that moment. Never, from a nuggety toddler, had he ever shown any awe or fear of her greatness—nothing but love and complete trust. And so he had grown up, through his Eton and Oxford days, through the war and after, a simple and honest gentleman. And now, here was her small, frank-eyed boy in just his old position, but a man now, the steady eyes worried and anxious for love of a woman. How the years had flown!

“You see,” he was saying earnestly, “Natalie means about everything to me—though I expect clever old you have known that long enough ago. I’m not the sort that can hide what I feel—or, come to that, say it very well either. But they’ve been on my mind for a long time, these things—things I don’t understand—behind Natalie; things that threaten her. Don’t misunderstand me, Granny. I know there’s nothing that could take from her her goodness and purity, and”—he made a vague gesture—“and all that. But I know that you know things of her—her awful life and so on—that no one else does, and I thought,” he pleaded hard, “that if you’d give me some lead—nothing to break any confidence, of course—but just that I could work out the meaning of things—things I don’t quite understand.”

“There are things concerning Natalie Vasiloff that you cannot comprehend and that cause you anxiety?” she asked quickly.

“Some. One in particular—yes,” he answered, his mind again on what he had seen with his own eyes no later than the night before last.

“Whatever pain it may cause you,” she told him, “never let it do one thing, my dear. Never let it shake your trust and belief in one of the purest, sweetest girls I’ve ever known. I think perhaps more of you than I do of any living thing, Tom, and the day I see you married to Natalie Vasiloff I shall be quite satisfied for your future happiness. Does that satisfy you of what I know of her?”

“That’s good enough for me,” said the Honourable Tommy, and pressed his lips to the shining silver-white hair. “Not,” he added, “that if you’d said just the opposite it could have made any difference to me. There are some things nothing can alter, Granny, and what I think of Natalie is one of them. I came to you,” he told her, “because I knew you would understand, whoever didn’t, and that you’d help me if you could.”

Something in the unwonted sadness of his voice touched her keenly. A moment she hesitated, the thoughtful look upon her face deepened, then she spoke quietly.

“I wouldn’t wish to mislead you, my dear,” she said, “or, beyond anything, let you feel that I was keeping something back from you that might have bearing upon the—the cause of your anxiety. There are certain things I know concerning our dear Natalie that at times give me great anxiety for her.”

“Ah!” he interjected quickly.

“But they were told to me,” she pursued evenly, “under a bond of inviolable secrecy that under no circumstances could I ever break.”

“No, no, of course not,” he agreed. “I wouldn’t ask such a thing.”

“One concerns certain actions of hers here in this country that might easily be misunderstood.”

“Ah!”

It was an eager ejaculation which caused her to give him a quick glance, but she made no direct comment upon it.

“And some time ago a Russian woman came here with a strange story. She had worked her way across Europe to find Natalie.”

“And did she?”

Her Grace shook her head.

“I persuaded her to leave England without doing so,” she said. “Indeed, I find her money regularly on condition that she stays away and makes no attempt to see her.”

“She was—was dangerous to Natalie?”

“Not deliberately, or with any intention to harm her. The reverse. But she wanted to tell her something which I, rightly or wrongly, decided that it was better for her not to know.”

Tommy sighed: “And I must not ask?” he said.

“Circumstances might arise in which I should not hesitate to make known what I was told. But not otherwise. If certain danger from two sources with which Natalie might be threatened came too close, it might become necessary for me to go to Paris.” “Paris!” ejaculated Tommy in amazement. “But why Paris?”

Her Grace hesitated a moment before answering. “Because the woman who holds the key to the problem is there,” she answered. “And that, my dear boy, is all that I can tell you.”

“Only one thing,” he begged. “Does Natalie know of this woman? Of the trouble which might threaten from her?”

“Unless she has discovered it inadvertently, or the woman has broken faith with me, she knows nothing whatever of it, and I pray she never will, for the knowledge could bring nothing but pain to her, and she has had more than a sufficiency of that in her young life, poor child! For the rest, what is to be, will be. But you can rest very assured of one thing, Tom: the moment any real menace threatens Natalie some of the most powerful forces in this country will come instantly to her assistance.”

“Thank God for that,” he returned fervently. “I don’t pretend to be able to make head or tail of it, but it’s something to know that you’re satisfied about things.”

“I didn’t say that I was,” was her instant correction. “But I’m old enough not to go half-way to meet trouble, and wise enough to know that precipitate action only strengthens your enemies’ position.”

With which unassailable wisdom, Mr. Wrayne was perforce obliged to content himself until something tangibly inimical towards his lady presented itself for him to grapple with. But he felt tremendously bucked by the conference a deux, and by the time he left Berkeley Square was in a creditably cheerful state of mind.

“For two pins,” he told himself as he proceeded towards Piccadilly, “I’d run down as far as Scotland Yard, have old Carbrooke out to lunch and do a little bit of private pumping.”

An idea which no sooner occurred to him than he promptly put it into action. But he was doomed to disappointment. He had just stepped from his taxi when he saw the detective, Jarvis, leaving the building. Upon being hailed, that busy person permitted himself to be stopped for a moment.

“And is the Great Man in his office?” Tommy asked.

“The Great Man,” Mr. Jarvis informed him, “is at the present moment well on the way to Paris by air.”

He noticed that the Honourable Thomas Wrayne gave a very pronounced start at the information.

“Paris,” repeated Tommy in a somewhat strained voice. “Now what the deuce has he bolted off there for?”

“To see a mannequin parade,” returned Mr. Jarvis, with twinkling eyes and in accordance with the very best traditions of Scotland Yard. Then: “But he’s left plenty of work behind him,” he added, “so I must run. Good-bye.” With a friendly nod he swung into Cannon Row and hurried away.

Had Mr. Wrayne known the business which was taking him towards Vine Street, he might have been even more perturbed than he already was.






CHAPTER XV



THE SERVICE DE SURETE

In the Department of Dossiers of the great building upon the Quai des Orfevriers, Carbrooke, note-book in hand, had burrowed diligently for the greater part of two hours without coming upon anything likely to requite him for the trouble of crossing. That is, anything that he could even remotely connect with what was uppermost in his mind.

As concerned other matters, he found a multitude of things to interest. Copious indeed were the notes he made as he turned over the great tomes of photographs, each with its carefully compiled record and accompanying finger-prints. Several ladies and gentlemen at present sojourning in London in what had been no more than an aura of suspicion were due to receive a very sudden shaking out of their fancied security when the Superintendent could find time to attend to them personally. But as to anything which might have given McCarthy a lead as to the identity of the beautiful and mysterious Princess Vasiloff, nothing—nothing whatever.

It had been, taken all in all, a most disappointing trip. From that first moment when he had sent up his professional card to M. le Chef, expecting to greet again lynx-eyed, hawk-faced old “Papa” Constrand, who for so many years had been the terror of the French criminal, both the home-grown and international product, and to receive instead hearty welcome from a much younger man, whom he was to learn had been a subordinate of the great mastermind of the Surete, all had been disappointment.

In reality he had hoped to have learned much more of his quest from the cunning old wizard of crime-detection than from all official records to which he would be given access. “Papa” Constrand used to speak of all underworld Paris as his enfants noirs, and it was said, and rightly, that no human rat might venture even a yard or two from its hole but that the old hawk from the Surete would be down upon it.

“He knew them, m’sieu,” Carbrooke was told, and in excellent English, “as you know the men in your own office. From the gamins of the gutter to the great ones of international crime. And they knew him! And feared him. Helas! a great loss!”

“Not dead?” Carbrooke gasped, endeavouring to conceal his disappointment.

“Non, non—retired.”

“I should have thought that while he lived he could not be spared.”

“M’sieu,” the present Chief bowed towards him, “in myself you see his unworthy successor. I, who worked under him and learned everything that I know from him. You have my profound assurance that he could not be spared. But, what would you?” He gave an eloquent shrug. “You knew him—his obstinacy of mind. When Constrand said ‘It is!’ let no man say other. And always it was proved that he was right. But he must needs to mix up in political quarrels, m’sieu. Fatal! There is but one politics for a policeman, and that is the suppression of crime. But you knew him, m’sieu. As well try to turn the Seine as the Chief from anything upon which he was set. And he was a hard hitter. So there was formed against him a cabal, and the Government was forced …” He broke off with another eloquent shrug.

Carbrooke completed the sentence.

“To remove him? A great pity—and a great loss.”

An expression of horror came into the other’s face.

“Remove him!” he exclaimed. “Remove Constrand! Mais non, m’sieu. Foolish as politicians may be, they are not so mad as that. No, no! But to— to remonstrate with him. That was sufficient for him. At once he requested them to—as is your profound English expression—to remove themselves to instant perdition, packed up his note-books and departed. Not all the implorations of the Government could induce him to remain.” He pointed to an angle of the wall, where Carbrooke recollected there having been shelves filled with large bound and locked note-books.

“You will perhaps recall those wonderful personal dossiers of his own, m’sieu? The compendium of crime in Paris for the past forty years. Not one soul who had ever come under his hands but was entered there in the fullest detail. Our official dossiers— pah! His were the inner records; things wormed by him out of people who never occurred publicly in cases. The connecting links which never came to light. There were people entered in those books that would make great families shiver to have known of. And in an hour they were gone out of here— pouf! For ever! M’sieu, if the Government of France had paid five million francs for Constrand’s records, they would have been the cheapest things ever bought. And to think of so great a mind, so unique a genius, being wasted upon a little farm just outside, where Constrand engages in rearing chickens— petit poussin for the Paris market! Constrand … chickens! Mon Dieu!”

“Extraordinary!”

“And quite happy! That is the part most extraordinary. At times he is good enough to invite me, and we talk over old triumphs of his. And he will say: Work hard and you too may earn the quiet and peace of the country. And I believe, M’sieu Carbrooke, that all the crimes of our Paris and your London combined would leave him less moved than would a hen which is foolish as to brooding upon her eggs.” He shook his head sadly, then turned his eyes inquiringly upon the English visitor. “However, there it is,” he said. “We may regret, but we cannot alter. And whatever there is in which the Surete can be of service to yourself, we are entirely at your command.”

To Carbrooke’s detailed inquiry he listened with the gravest attention. No names were mentioned, between men of their profession that was understood. Identities, photographs, were the things called for—names are but transient labels in the underworld.

And now here he was, debating within himself whether he was justified in giving fuller time to what began as an entirely unbacked statement of the unfortunate McCarthy—notwithstanding the unarguable fact that every piece of evidence picked up bore undeniable testimony that McCarthy’s blunt assertion had been warranted. Why not drop inquiry at this end for the time being and take action upon the English evidence alone? It was, he told himself, quite sufficient to justify the arrest of the Princess Vasiloff at once—or at least subjecting her to the closest interrogation. But of another thing he was perfectly well aware: that once take such decisive action and there would be arrayed against him all that the great wealth and unassailable social standing of Her Grace the Duchess of Casaldon stood for. And, doubtless, many others equally powerful. Fail in his case and … someone’s scalp would be demanded. He was under no misapprehension as to who would pay the penalty.

He was upon the point of thanking the courteous official in charge of the records and leaving the department, when the new Chief—whose name he had learned was Monsieur Darton—hurriedly entered, in his hand a telegram which he handed to the Superintendent.

“It has just come to arrive,” he informed him.

Hurriedly Carbrooke tore it open. It was, as he had known it would be, from Jarvis, and ran:



Identity—verified—both—men—positive.



Thoughtfully he refolded it and put it in his pocket. Where now did the new discovery lead him? If the Princess Vasiloff was the woman in the fur coat who hurled the bomb at Sir Everard Denholme, why—why in the name of all that was incredible had she been at such pains to have warned those who would at all costs prevent it, even to the instant shooting down of those who made the attempt? As never before in the whole course of his professional career Carbrooke was at a total loss—face to face with a blank and impassable wall.

His feelings must have been reflected upon his expressive face, for the Chief, stroking with one hand a truly remarkable pair of moustaches, indicated with the other the great volume upon which Carbrooke had been last at work.

“You have found nothing of any assistance?” he queried politely.

“Many things,” Carbrooke assured him, “but nothing connected with the investigation which brought me over. I am flung back upon the most damnable thing in our profession, m’sieu, circumstantial evidence.”

The Inspector in whose charge the dossiers were saluted his superior and diffidently made a suggestion.

“The dossiers which M. Constrand had compiled after the affair of the Rue Sans Gene,” he suggested. “Would it perhaps be possible that these might prove of interest to Monsieur Carbrooke? The English officer who came across some months ago, Sergeant Macarte, he found them of the most profound interest.”

“My dear Inspector,” Carbrooke very nearly shouted, “those are the very ones I want. Did he see the complete set?”

“No, m’sieu. They are in three volumes. The sergeant saw the first two only. He had not time to complete his inspection before returning.”

“The affair of the Rue Sans Gene,” said the Chief musingly. “Yes, m’sieu, it is probable the dossiers would interest a London officer. M. Constrand always maintained that some at least of the principals got to London and hid away there. Bring them to my office,” he instructed the Inspector. “There are things concerning some of the people,” he explained as he and Carbrooke walked away. “Things not always wise to discuss before subordinates.”

The three volumes having been brought and deposited upon the table, at a dismissing nod from his superior the officer who brought them retired from the room.

“I can say very little of personal knowledge concerning this particular gang,” he began, “for I was not the officer selected to assist M. Constrand in its break up—one of the most masterly achievements of his great career. The man chosen was Granier, who was shot in a den of the Rue Sans Gene, it is believed by the woman Duberkh. But that was upon the second visit of the gang to Paris, when Lucalli had driven them out of Rome.”

Carbrooke glanced up quickly.

“You mean Pietro Lucalli, the eminent Italian detective?”

“The same, m’sieu. I have heard M. Constrand say that Lucalli stood alone in our difficult profession. He was a man of great scientific attainments; a personal friend of the great Lombroso, the criminologist of Milan. He followed them here, and among us there is an idea—possibly a quite foolish one—that Lucalli finished her with his own hand in vengeance for the ruin of his brother, an officer of Carabinieri in Rome, whom she had ensnared and who was mysteriously shot. But of that, none can say; but it was, I believe, a fact that Lucalli had sworn an oath to take her with his own hands if he had to follow her to the end of the earth. It was known that she came back to the haunt in the Rue Sans Gene that night, and also that he was waiting for her. She has never been seen since, and Lucalli left Paris the next day never, so far, to return. But that is the belief held in the Surete, m’sieu. I relate it to you for what it is worth.”

He got up, opened one of the volumes and turned back several pages, then pushed the book bodily across to Carbrooke.

“Tasha Duberkh, m’sieu,” he said; “perhaps one of the most beautiful women Paris ever saw—and beyond question one of the most wicked.”






CHAPTER XVI

THE GANG OF “THE FLYING PIGEONS”



It seemed to Carbrooke, standing staring at the portrait under his eyes, that quite five minutes must have elapsed since he had spoken. But after the quick involuntary inbreath he took as he grasped what the photograph meant to him, he gave, he hoped, no other sign of anything but the most casual interest. So here was what was at the bottom of McCarthy’s obstinacy as regarded the Princess Natalie Vasiloff: “Wanted—and dangerous.” He was right, with a vengeance.

There were three of the photographs, all studio portraits by first-class photographic artists; one taken in Paris, one in Vienna, the third in Rome. There could be no possible doubt: despite the totally different posing, dressing, even lighting of the three studies, no person knowing the Russian Princess could ever mistake who had been the sitter. From one of them indeed, so far as the beautiful head and face were concerned, the pastel upon the wall of Her Grace’s boudoir might have been copied.

In as casual a voice as he could manage in the excitement he was labouring under, he put a question.

“And I should imagine that the woman could assume the character of aristocrat without difficulty when she wanted?” he asked. “To really get away with it?”

Monsieur laughed.

“Mon ami,” he said, “with the utmost perfection—indeed, she rarely did anything else. In Paris she was the Comtesse de Richmonte—accepted everywhere. In Vienna, a duchess, if I remember rightly. In Rome—you will see it noted beneath the picture—another comtesse—it was in that alias that she brought about the ruin of the infatuated young Cesare Lucalli. And wherever she is, m’sieu, if not already in hell as many think, I would wager much that she is the very beautiful Madame la Duchesse something or other—if she has not promoted herself to a higher rank. But always upon such times as Madame la Comtesse was upon the Cote d’Azur, or at her magnificent estates in Normandy, the Rue Sans Gene would know Tasha Duberkh again, and plots were being hatched for great robberies to startle Paris—and further afield. And worse than robbery has been plotted there—and carried out when the time was ripe.”

“Worse?”

“Murder, m’sieu,” was the answer, “cold-blooded and deliberate murder.” He paused a moment, his forehead knotted in thought. “It was a theory of M. Constrand that somewhere in Europe, moving, he thought, from one centre to another as it suited their purpose, was an organization of criminals. He was of the opinion that, when murder was concerned, they worked upon the basis of mercenaries—so much for a piece of work done to order—as one might put it. It sounds a fantastic theory, m’sieu—until one remembers that Constrand was not the man to evolve theories out of air. Persons, not knowing him, might say ridiculous; but those who did would keep a discreet silence. It might prove at the finish to be the wiser course.”

“Assuming M. Constrand’s theory to be a correct one,” Carbrooke asked, “did he connect this gang of which the woman”—the name Vasiloff trembled upon his tongue, but he checked himself in time— “—er—Duberkh was a member, with this organization?”

“The gang of ‘The Flying Pigeons,’ as we call them, was, he was convinced, at least part and parcel of them. They were cosmopolitan—belonging to every country of Europe—including your own. Indeed, it was M. Constrand’s firm belief that their leader was an Englishman of most aristocratic connections. Again fantastic, m’sieu, but …” he stopped with a shrug and pushed his case of cigarettes across the table invitingly.

“At first,” he continued, “Constrand believed the leader to be a Belgian—on account of the magnificent working of their pigeons,” he explained. “The homing pigeon is the national sport of the Belgians, as perhaps m’sieu is aware—but when later we came upon their great aviaries in the garret of the Rue Sans Gene rendezvous, the Belgian lad who was in charge of them was little more than an idiot. But he was clever with those pigeons, for all his idiocy. But Constrand was cleverer; it has been his hobby for many years—which was unfortunate for them.”

Somewhere far back in some niche of his brain Carbrooke was asking himself an insistent question. Pigeons? Pigeons? Where did he know something of pigeons?—homing pigeons such as those M. Darton was speaking of? On a roof—where? But the answer would not at once be evoked out of the thousand and one things stored in the cells of his memory.

“May one ask in just what manner these pigeons were part of their scheme of working?” he asked.

“Mais oui, m’sieu. When after some great coup— as, for instance, the sensational robbery of the American Princesse de Touroye’s rubies—we closed every avenue by which the loot might be got out of Paris, it was in that way the trick was worked. With ports, railways, posts, everything watched, every suspect in Paris so hedged in that he could not move a foot without Constrand knowing of it, still they got their stuff away out of France.”

“The pigeons?”

“Oui! Just the innocent birds, m’sieu. Trained to fly to all the great race-points of the sport, south into Spain, and south and westerly across the Rhone and the mountains into Italy. But principally it was Italy, though some, Constrand proved, flew by way of Caen into England. And each of them carried its tiny burden. Well might we sit and tear our hair in Paris, m’sieu, while what we sought was passing out to all parts of Europe right over our very heads.”

“Ingenious,” Carbrooke commented. “Suchwould be hardly possible in England, I should say.”

M. Darton opened his eyes very widely.

“Possible, mais oui, m’sieui More possible there than any other country in Europe. After the Belgians, you English are the greatest pigeon-racers in the world. And, as Constrand pointed out to me, nearly all trained to fly from the Continent—even from San Sebastian in Spain—what easier than to have continental birds in their lofts? To fly the cross journey. We have many ways to keep out the human undesirable, m’sieu; it has still to be devised how we shall prevent the trained bird to cross God’s blue sky. It is a problem, that!”

“Yet Constrand solved it in the case of this gang,” Carbrooke reminded him.

“Just a small gift of Providence to commence with, m’sieu. If you were to go to Constrand’s place you would see his great aviaries, high up over barns and stables. His place is on the Fontainebleau road just beyond Melun. And one morning just after sunrise, behold! a pigeon travelling south, and of a sudden it is attacked by a hawk. In fear it darted down and entered Constrand’s aviaries with his own birds. M’sieu, that fugitive bird carried in a rubber upon one leg something that we had searched all Paris for. So, the mystery was out. In six months from then Constrand made the first arrest—and the last. The gang had flown—all that was left of them was a flock of starving pigeons in a garret-aviary and a poor half-wit who could tell us nothing—crying over his hungry birds.”

“What became of them?”

“The pigeons? Some of them Constrand, after grave deliberation, condemned to be pie. Others, many of which carried the identifying rings of England, he preserved carefully. They are in his aviary now.”

“I meant the gang who used them?”

Monsieur shrugged his shoulders.

“If it was truth that Constrand did not himself know where out of France they escaped to, how then, m’sieu, should I? If Constrand did not know. There are times when I have doubts upon that point. He was a great one to be content enough when others sheltered our naughty ones. So long as they did not attempt to come back, he would say, ‘let the Italian or Spanish police have the joy of them!’ But yet … there was Lucalli and the woman Duberkh. If it was not, as has been believed, that she died that night in the Rue Sans Gene, where is she, and where is Lucalli? For he had sworn the most solemn oath to get her.”

Carbrooke smiled indulgently.

“I seem to remember having read that kind of thing in fiction,” he murmured. “I’ve never met it in life.”

“Is there not a saying, m’sieu, that at times truth is stranger than fiction? And did not your incomparable Shakespeare write that there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamed of in our philosophy? Before I would say what I know, or think, concerning people like these”—he tapped upon one of the volumes impressively—“I would find out what Constrand knows—if you can induce him to speak. But there are several big mysteries hidden away in these books, m’sieu. Not the least of them is the woman Tasha Duberkh and her big Cossack lover, Peter Khaboraf. Pardieu—a dangerous fellow that!”

“You mean that this woman had a constant lover,” Carbrooke shot quickly, a vision of the worried face of Tommy Wrayne rising before him.

“She had a hundred for the purposes of crime,” was the instant reply, “but Peter Khaboraf towered always over them—in more ways than one. Whenever Madame la Comtesse came back to the Rue Sans Gene and became Tasha Duberkh again, it was to big Peter Khaboraf she came.”

“What was this man Khaboraf?”

“An expert in explosives, m’sieu,” was the unhesitating answer; “and one who believed in using his wares. He has been hunted out of every capital in Europe. Where he is now I do not know; and, so long as it is not in Paris, I do not care. But wherever he is, Tasha Duberkh is not far off—he was as jealous of her as the devil.”

But Carbrooke, his eyes fixed upon the three beautiful pictures upon the page before him, was lost in thought. Here was evidence a-plenty concerning this woman—and connecting her with a man known to be expert in such work as the attempt upon Sir Everard Denholme. His course now seemed clear enough. The onus of proof was upon her and——

An exclamation of impatience broke his train of thought: glancing up, he saw M. Darton with a loose photograph in his hand, which he had evidently taken from one of the volumes.

“This is not in its right section,” he murmured, and rang a bell upon his desk.

It was answered by the officer who had brought the dossiers.

“Is there not some error that this picture of 0786 is here?” the Chief asked.

“It was M. Constrand who himself placed it there, m’sieu,” the man explained. “When I ventured to demur that it was in its wrong section M. Constrand answered that if there were a million varieties of crime, 0786 should be represented in all of them. Then he said that information had come to him which connected him with those dossiers, at least temporarily.”

“He sounds to be an interesting gentleman,” Carbrooke observed with a nod at the photograph still in the hands of the Chief.

That worthy handed it across.

“Should you ever find 0786 among your visiting black sheep, m’sieu, my earnest request is that you send him back to us double-ironed. We want him for about every crime that human mind can conceive and human hands commit. An escaped recidivist from New Caledonia, when last heard of he was living upon the earnings of unfortunates in Buenos Ayres.”

“You shall have him, m’sieu, within a week,” said Carbrooke abruptly, and to the astonishment of the others. “We have him under close observation. But …” He halted: there had struck upon his mind one apparent anomaly. Why should Constrand have connected the man with the gang of which Tasha Duberkh, alias the Princess Natalie Vasiloff, alias also those names which were inscribed under her pictures, and many others, had been an outstanding member? That he had seen with his own eyes, to leave to one side entirely the evidence of the Russian girl in the Poland Street shop—they were unknown to each other. How could that be—unless the wily old fox, Constrand, had information upon the point possessed by no one else. Which, he was forced to admit, was more than possible.

A moment he stood silent, apparently studying the picture, but in reality making up his mind as to his next move. It came upon him with the impact of a bullet: Constrand.

“M’sieu,” he said firmly, “although I must be back in London this evening, I feel that it is imperative that I should put a question or two to M. Constrand himself. Whether he will answer them or not I can’t say, but at least I can but ask them.”

Instantly monsieur was upon his feet.

“You will lunch with me, M. Carbrooke,” he returned briskly, “and I will drive you out myself. But remember,” he warned, “we beard a ruffled old lion in his own den—if all we get should be growls, do not be surprised.”

“I’ll chance that,” said Carbrooke. “I’ve a tough hide when it’s a matter of duty.”






CHAPTER XVII

“PAPA” CONSTRAND



It was in a large, square barnyard of what had doubtless once been a small chateau and was now half-chateau, half-farm that they found him, the elderly man who but a few months before had been the scourge of the evil-doers of the Gay Capital. And, moreover, found him engrossed very much in the occupation that his successor at the Surete had confidently predicted they would.

In point of fact, they heard the voice of “Papa” Constrand long before they saw him, for at that moment it was raised to the high heavens in a passionate objurgation; indeed, it guided them to his presence without need to disturb any of his household.

Their first view of the great criminologist was from across a low hedge where they could listen in wonderment to his ceaseless outpouring in safety. He was kneeling upon the ground before a boxlike machine which Carbrooke vaguely believed to be an incubator. Around him were strewn a great number of eggs which, by their neglected position upon the cold, damp paving-stones of the yard, it was safe to assume had failed completely in their manifest duty of providing from the shells live chickens of their species. The ex-Chief of the Service de Surete was clad in a suit of blue jeans in which most of the genuine peasantry they had passed along the road would have scorned to be seen; and over the top of it was an apron-like garment which had obviously begun its career as a woman’s gown. It was tied around his chest by what was left of the sleeves. Altogether he was quite a remarkable sight.

But if his appeal to the eye was something to marvel at, his attack upon the ear—except in the case of persons completely case-hardened to all such things—was still more so. For unless Carbrooke’s understanding of the French language was considerably less than he had imagined it to be, the ex-Chief of Police was emitting sentiments which, uttered upon one of the boulevards, would have earned him six months’ imprisonment.

At his side stood a long, shambling figure who watched him intently with the troubled, pathetic eyes of an unfortunate being who was man in age and stature, but child always in a perpetual fog of clouded mind. He was infinitely better clad than was M. Constrand.

“The one of whom I told you,” whispered Darton. “The half-wit who looked after the pigeons in the Rue Sans Gene. Constrand must have given the poor creature shelter here. Ah, a good man, m’sieu! Fierce temper, many words—but beneath all, a kind heart. Helas! Look upon him! A scarecrow! Mon Dieu!”

With which, and a further muttered presentiment that they had called at a bad hour, he sidled in at a gate and bowed before his ex-Chief.
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“And is there, Darton,” began that personage with renewed vigour and no attempt whatever at the polite formality of a welcome or even greeting, “is there no law in France that dastards, pigs, imbeciles shall sell to people an incubator wherein the tank for hot water is at the side and not upon the top of the eggs, so that they freeze and produce nothing?”

“M’sieu,” began his visitor in considerable trepidation, “I have come——”

“I see you,” emitted “Papa” Constrand fiercely, “and that is sufficient!” He gave the object of his wrath a kick that rolled it over three or four times—to the irreparable damage of some of its late cargo—then a twinkle came into the keen old eyes, and a rare smile lit the hawk-like face.

“Not so much to be said for them as for the imbecile who pays his good money to them, eh, Darton?” He turned to the blank-faced watcher, and Carbrooke noticed that his voice became instantly gentle. “Take away the great invention, Georges,” he sighed, “and prepare it for firewood for Madame.” Without turning his head he called: “And why does not Monsieur le Superintendent enter? Does an old man’s rage scare him? I had thought the men of your Scotland Yard to be of stronger stuff than that.”

Carbrooke greeted him heartily; fully conscious, however, that through it the strange, penetrating eyes he remembered so well were searching his face curiously.

“A very unexpected invasion of your privacy, I’m afraid,” he laughed.

For a few seconds “Papa” Constrand did not reply.

“No,” he said slowly, “not altogether, m’sieu. Indeed, I expected you here some little time ago.”

“Expected me?” Carbrooke gasped in sheer amazement.

“You left London by air-mail at eleven o’clock this morning,” he was told. “Simple deduction. When a Superintendent of Scotland Yard flies to Paris it usually is for an urgent conference at the Surete. I am vain enough to think that it would be—and without offence, Darton, mon ami—with the man who was the Surete. It was more than a possibility that, finding me no longer in my place there and yet so close to Paris, you would seek me out. And there is the mystery!” he exclaimed with a gesture of amusement.

“Not altogether,” Carbrooke demurred puzzledly. “How did you know that I left London for Paris?”

The keen old face broke into a slow smile.

“Ah, m’sieu, old policemen and old cocottes have their little secrets. The point is that you came to Paris to learn something from me and you are here. We will find a seat out here, if you do not mind. It is quite mild and …” Carbrooke saw his eyes flash suddenly to a long, latticed arrangement attached to an end of a lofty barn. It was painted a snowy white, as was indeed the end of the building to which it was built. What the whole contraption and its purpose in the scheme of things might be intrigued him considerably. He stood gazing up at it.

“Ah,” a quiet voice beside him said, “you are wondering, m’sieu, what that means? What it’s purpose? It is a thing strange to your eyes, hein? And yet it is something that a police-chief should have at his finger-ends.”

“I am afraid I’m one that hasn’t,” Carbrooke confessed at once.

“The traps of my racing-pigeons,” he was told. “A means of communication, m’sieu, which renders me independent of posts or telegraphs. Were I criminal, something of an advantage over the powers in conflict with me, eh, m’sieu?” The shrewd eyes lit up mischievously.

Carbrooke pointed up at the intricate-looking structure.

“Is there one such in London?” he put. “I should doubt it.”

“I could myself lead you to a hundred,” was the surprising reply. “And all owned by most respectable personages who follow the sport,” he added maliciously.

And again, and despite his anxiety upon more near matters, Carbrooke found himself struggling to recall what had come under his notice concerning something of the same kind in the West End. But, as before, it evaded him.

“I see the point of your contention, m’sieu,” he said. “I must take more notice of such things in future.”

“Papa” Constrand regarded him a moment earnestly.

“In forty years of police work,” he said quietly, “it is my experience that one should be au fait with everything that the criminal may be.”

He indicated a small arbour which faced out towards Paris.

“We will sit here,” he said. “There is still warmth in the sunlight—and there is something I am anxious to keep close observation for. And the point upon which you wished to consult me?” he questioned when they were seated.

“I want to know,” the Englishman began bluntly, “just what you will tell me of a woman whom I know in one particular name, and you have recorded in your dossiers as one Tasha Duberkh, alias—many names.”

Instantly those strange, piercing eyes of the older man went blank—inscrutable. He did not turn them upon his questioner, but kept peering into the sky away to the north.

“That is your first question, m’sieu?” he asked presently.

“That is my first question.”

“Ah, yes! It was to be expected,” Constrand observed musingly.

“Expected, m’sieu?”

“After that affair of your Sir Everard Denholme, a night or two ago, the thought of Peter Khaboraf would naturally present itself to you. To think of him is to think of Tasha Duberkh—as a matter of course. That is so, m’sieu?”

It was upon the tip of Carbrooke’s tongue to disclaim any knowledge of the Russian expert in explosives, in so far as London was concerned, but he checked himself. “Papa” Constrand was a wily old fox; it was not always easy to be certain whether he was giving information or extracting it.

“One does associate one with the other,” he responded easily.

“And do you, the Criminal Investigation Department, associate that woman whom you know by one name with him?” came like a shot. “Of personal knowledge that could be proved,” was added— insistently.

Carbrooke drew a long, harassed breath.

“No, m’sieu,” he was forced to answer; “I cannot say that we do.”

“Which raises great difficulty, mon ami, in apprehending one so highly placed as—as that woman who is in your mind,” was the amazing rejoinder. “One must walk carefully, m’sieu, and consult with the very highest of your authorities, before taking a step so drastic. Mais oui!”

In hopeless entanglement of mind Carbrooke stared at him blankly. Was this extraordinary man possessed of the power to read the mind and thoughts of others?—as, indeed, more than one master of the underworld had sworn must have been the case for him to have anticipated certain nefarious schemes gone suddenly awry. What did he know of the Princess Natalie Vasiloff that he should have placed his finger, unerringly, upon the one woman in all London who could possibly be identified as the notorious woman recorded in his own dossiers?

“I have not mentioned any particular woman,” he reminded.

“Papa” Constrand, his eyes still fixed upon the sky, gave a shrug of indifference.

“To Constrand,” he remarked turgidly, “it was not necessary. And your second question, mon ami?”

“You have not yet answered my first,” Carbrooke said pointedly.

“It is possible that they may be connected. My answer to the second may shed light on the first.”

“That is quite possible, m’sieu,” the Superintendent agreed readily. “I want to know why you placed, as I have heard to-day you did personally, the photograph of the French ex-convict 0786 in the same dossier as that of the gang of which”—he hesitated a moment—“the woman …”

“Tasha Duberkh,” assisted Constrand quickly. “Yes, we will say the beautiful, wicked Tasha Duberkh. Well?”

“Of which Tasha Duberkh was a principal member.”

“I placed it there because, quite recently, he has become one of that infamous Brotherhood.”

“In which case he would be personally known to her, of course,” Carbrooke put instantly.

“If what I have heard of that hell-accursed society is correct,” the other responded thoughtfully, “no member knows the identity of another. And, still more, it would be as much as his life would be worth to attempt to pierce an identity.”

“Am I to understand,” Carbrooke asked with a touch of impatience, “that you are speaking of that society, gang, brotherhood of crime M. Darton mentioned? The one that is headed by an English aristocrat for personal gain?”

“Not gain, m’sieu,” Constrand quickly corrected him. “For amusement—no more, no less.” He touched his forehead significantly. “A madman, mon ami, a megalomaniac. And of a madness,” he added, “most near to genius. The gain is the others’, the amusement his. You find it difficult to credit.”

“Very,” Carbrooke answered frankly.

Again Constrand’s shoulders went up to his ears.

“Before you are much older, mon ami, you may change that opinion,” was all he said.

“With every deference to your unsurpassed knowledge of such things,” Carbrooke said, with a smile, “I remain a sceptic. To me it sounds upon a par with the Italian detective, Pietro Lucalli’s, implacable chase of the woman Duberkh. Splendid fiction, but…”

“ … but poor truth, hey?” Constrand clapped his hand upon the Englishman’s shoulder with a laugh. “Ah, you English,” he exclaimed, “always must you deal only in the solid fabric—the concrete fact!”

Carbrooke laughed.

“English juries won’t bite at fanciful little touches,” he said. “They like evidence handed to them bedded in something as solid as their own minds. That is why …”

A quick exclamation from Constrand stopped him. The elder man had suddenly risen and was standing, his eyes shaded under his hands, searching with half-closed eyes into the horizon. For a minute or so he stood rigidly silent. Then suddenly turned and called “Georges!” sharply. The Belgian half-wit came shamblingly to his side.

Constrand pointed to a distant something in the sky. A something to the two other watchers little more than a speck, but travelling rapidly in their direction.

“Which one of our little ones, Georges?” he asked in that gentle tone in which he always addressed the unfortunate creature.

Carbrooke, watching him curiously, saw that the lad’s face was alight with eagerness, the dulled, blank eyes sparkling with intelligence. Here was something the clouded mind could grasp, the stricken brain function upon—the one light that illumined his darkness.

“The velvet Offerman,” he said suddenly and most positively, though to the others the bird, while no longer the speck it had been, was little more than a vague, colourless dot in the sky. “You cannot mistake his action, m’sieu.”

“Come, mon brave!” “Papa” Constrand was urging under his breath. “Come—and bring us the last news of what is happening in London.”

“London!” Carbrooke ejaculated.

“London, m’sieu. And in under three hours I would wager my last centime. To the traps, Georges—and take him quietly.”

In silence they watched the swiftly-travelling bird come up over them, make one great circle around the chateau, then suddenly fling up its wings and dart straight down upon the white, dowelled trap. Without hesitation it hurried through and was lost to their sight. Almost immediately the Belgian was with them again, the bird nestling serenely in his great splayed hand.

From each leg Constrand gently removed two fine rubber rings; under each was what seemed to be a tiny roll of cigarette-paper, which also he removed and studied intently.

“Pen him away to rest, Georges,” he instructed, without looking up from his occupation.

Watching him, both men saw, more than once, a puzzled look pass across his keen face, then a look of considerable surprise. Slowly he finished his perusal, then folded the thin papers and placed them carefully in his pocket-book.

“Mon ami” he said suddenly to Carbrooke, “you did not mention your adventure of last night. You were fortunate—and in more ways than one.”

“You have news of it by that pigeon?” the Superintendent questioned in very genuine astonishment.

“And other things,” “Papa” observed calmly. “M’sieu,” he went on earnestly, “I will give you some news and two pieces of advice you will be wise to act upon. The first is to get back to London without delay. Things are moving rapidly, and in a direction you would not care for.”

“That is not very clear,” Carbrooke demurred.

“I will make it so,” Constrand said abruptly. “Unless you are in London to-night, mon ami, another man will do that which you will never forgive yourself for not accomplishing.”

“You speak in parables, M. Constrand.”

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders. “Parables are but truths half-concealed,” he retorted, and went on: “That lady of high rank of whom we spoke just now has disappeared.”

“Disappeared!” Carbrooke gasped incredulously.

“Disappeared. It is for you to find her—and urgently. One last piece of news. The man in the motor who was struck by your bullet last night was Peter Khaboraf.”

“Which means,” Carbrooke began, “that——”

“Which means, my good friend,” “Papa” Constrand interrupted softly, “that from the moment of your landing you will be well advised to keep a sharp look-out for the vengeance of la belle Duberkh. Believe me, it will not be long upon the way.”






CHAPTER XVIII

IN WHICH THE SUPERINTENDENT IS ASSAILED BY DOUBTS—AND TOUGHER THINGS



The homeward flight of the C.I.D. man approximated, in his opinion, to something remarkably like a sustained nightmare. The more he endeavoured to clamp his mind down upon what would be waiting for him to do in London, the more it insisted upon reverting to the accumulation of official mystery— if “Papa” Constrand could be classified as “official” in these days—concerning everything to do with the woman Duberkh, Vasiloff, or by whatever other alias she might be known elsewhere.

And, in addition and most unmistakably, the old Chief of the Surete was, for some reason best known to himself, drawing an extremely high-smelling herring across the trail of that elusive lady. That his intentions were entirely kindly at bottom, Carbrooke did not doubt. “Papa” in any business matter occasioning consultation between the criminal departments of Paris and London had always shown himself more than willing to co-operate in any and every way. No; there was something more than met the eye in monsieur’s evasions and parables of that afternoon. What?

Parables might be great truths partially concealed, as that extraordinary man had said, but all that could be gleaned from his particular parables of that afternoon would not forward anyone very much—in so far as the Princess Vasiloff was concerned. It might, quite conceivably, hinder quite a lot. Just what Constrand was working at it was impossible to conjecture, but something. Anyone who knew the old war-horse of the Surete must realize that.

His method of constant communication with London had surprised the Superintendent considerably. Even if actually not his own original idea, but borrowed from an international gang of thieves, the old man’s organization of the scheme was masterly. That he had his secret agents in the English capital who did not trouble to present their credentials at Scotland Yard was no surprise; for the matter of that, The Yard had one or two remarkably capable personages who had been similarly lax in regard to the Service de Surete. Upon that point honours were even.

But, it occurred to the Superintendent, “Papa” Constrand was going to be hard put to it if the urgent necessity arose for a message at night. How did he propose to beat the postal and telegraphic services in that contingency? Certainly not with his beloved pigeons. Not even the cream, the “aces” of his flock, could make the passage in the darkness. How did either he, or the gang to whom he owed the idea, proceed then?

And it was at that moment that there came back to him with a galvanic shock the cryptic and impudent message McCarthy had left for him when he had cleared out from Her Grace of Casaldon’s ball—that he was prosecuting his study of the owl; and, furthermore, that the owl was a very wise bird and always kept what it knew to itself. Owls! Was it possible for trained owls to do the work of pigeons in the night? He had no idea; but that could be easily found out. And the person possessing both varieties of these winged messengers, and in the heart of the West End at that, was that rather mysterious character, Blind Benito Mascari. And, he remembered with a grim tightening of the lips, the blind man was accounted uncannily clever with both.

Both Darton and “Papa” Constrand had hinted, and more, that what was left of this gang had gone to ground in London. Carbrooke mentally promised the blind signor and his feathered pets some close attention before he was many hours older.

About the only person of whom the Surete had not been vagueness itself was M’sieu 0786—the man with the bandaged hand. It was the Superintendent’s matured opinion that that worthy would soon renew his unofficially-broken acquaintance with his lost brethren of the Isle du Diable.

But the first business upon landing was the prompt unravelling of the mysterious disappearance of Madame the Princess Vasiloff. Not that, in the light of the previous night’s affray and his lucky potting of the man Khaboraf, the mystery was altogether inexplicable. Get one of a gang, and especially one as notorious as Khaboraf, and the rest quickly dived for cover until the air cleared a bit. Well, it was his job to rout them out while their nerve might be shaken over last night’s blow.

With which he dismissed the whole subject entirely from his mind until he was upon terra firma and on the job in dead earnest. By the time the lights of the Instone landing were in sight, throwing into high relief the scaffoldings of the new offices and wireless tower, he was glad that this much of a long-drawn day of baffled activity was over; he’d now begin to follow his own line.

When the “bus” had taxied down he was the first out of her and scanning about for his waiting taxi. A voice out of a shadow told him that there was one standing by the new buildings. Thanking the man, he moved hurriedly in the direction indicated. He had a hazy sort of idea that he had heard someone calling after him by name, but expecting no one, he put the idea away from him and kept on.

Then, suddenly, out of a deep, blue shadow there came a rush of feet and he was surrounded. The first inkling he had of what was afoot was the bright gleam of a knife flashing before his eyes. Fool, he thought savagely, to be abroad after last night totally unarmed. The next instant he was hitting out right and left with such force as to drive his assailants back for a moment.

Without warning, there shot past him a tall, powerfully-built figure who charged headlong into the gang, and whose first blow lifted one of them clean off his feet and on to the flat of his back. The lull gave Carbrooke a chance to get out the police-whistle he always carried and sound a long, shrill blast upon it. Then, with it still between his teeth, he tore in alongside whoever it was who had so gallantly come to his aid.

Before the double onslaught the attackers first gave ground, then broke rapidly and scattered in all directions. By which time a policeman on duty there and a number of mechanics armed with spanners came hurriedly upon the scene and went off in pursuit. To the former the Superintendent gave rapid but concise orders.

“I doubt if there’s much chance of overtaking them in this darkness,” he said, “but if you do lay hands on even one of them, take ’em to Croydon and see what you can get out of them. There’s something bigger than footpad stuff in this. They meant putting me away for keeps.”

“What about that bloke I clouted first?” inquired a voice beside him, a voice that made him start. The man who had dashed so unceremoniously into the fray was none other than the Honourable Thomas Wrayne.

“Heard that chap tell you there was a taxi this way and yelled after you, but you didn’t hear me, so I came on after you. Been waiting here since six o’clock.”

“Waiting? For me?”

Tommy gave a meaning look towards the officer standing by.

“Better take a squint at the chap I downed,” he suggested. “Don’t think he’s likely to have moved. Tough gent, if he has.”

Which was precisely what the gentleman in question proved to be; for upon arrival at the spot where he had been the recipient of Tommy’s ungentle attention, no sign of him was there to be seen.

“Helped away by the one who tricked me into going where they wanted me,” Carbrooke commented. “And I bit at it, like the greenest mug from the country. All right, officer. If they do pick up any of them, you know what to do. Come on, Tommy.”

“Now then,” he said abruptly when they had found his taxi and were well away. “You’ve been waiting for me here. I suppose I needn’t ask if it’s the mysterious disappearance of the Princess Vasiloff that’s brought you?”

In the semi-darkness of the cab the Honourable Thomas Wrayne stared at his companion in undiluted amazement.

“You—you know?” he gasped.

Carbrooke nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “I heard of it just outside Paris at about half-past three or four o’clock this afternoon. Doesn’t matter how—I did! Give me the details as far as you can. That is, if you want to. I’m taking it for granted that you’ve come down here for me to lend a hand.”

“A hand! Man, I’ve been trudging up and down that place like a lunatic waiting for you. We notified the police at once, of course, but …”—his shoulders lifted and fell in a gloomy shrug—“not a thing as yet.”

“Haven’t had a great deal of time to do much yet, have they?” Carbrooke put mildly. “I’ll bet there are some corking good men on the assignment already. Give ’em a chance. A good many women disappear in London in a week. The Princess is only one out of—of a greater number than ever you’d credit.”

The Honourable Tommy groaned aloud.

“It’s all darn’d fine for you to talk,” he began. “If she …”

Carbrooke cut him short.

“I know all about that,” he said curtly. “If she were the woman I happened to be in love with, I’d be cursing everything and everybody, you think. Possibly. But knowing more about the job of finding them than you do, I’d keep as cool as ice instead of barging about, running around in rings. Get yourself into a state of nerves, and perhaps the one bit of evidence that drifts your way you’re too flurried to see. And there’s another thing,” he said significantly. “More than one woman who’s been dragged to light after the deuce of a job didn’t thank us. She’d dropped out of sight because she wanted to, for reasons entirely her own.”

“That doesn’t apply to Natalie Vasiloff,” the Honourable Tommy snapped quickly.

Carbrooke sighed a trifle wearily.

“Unless she’s discussed it with you at any time,” he said, “I don’t quite see how you can speak so positively.”

At which point Mr. Wrayne cast forth all restraint.

“Confound it, Carbrooke,” he burst out, “a woman who wants to disappear doesn’t hire two scoundrels to chloroform her in an open street and drag her off in a car in broad daylight.”

“No,” the Superintendent admitted in considerable surprise. “No. If that’s how it happened, it certainly doesn’t suggest voluntary disappearance.”

“That’s what makes it hard to have patience and sit tight and—and all that! Good God, man; anything might have happened to her by now. Just think of a woman like her in the hands of some foreign scum—helpless! It—it won’t bear thinking of! I—I’ll run amok if something isn’t done soon. I can’t stand much more of this suspense.”

It was with a heavy heart that Carbrooke saw the ghastly agony of mind now plainly stamped upon his friend’s face. At first, in the excitement of the fight, Tommy’s look and manner had seemed quite normal; but the moment that had worn off, the usually pleasant face became drawn and haggard. Indeed, it looked to have aged ten or fifteen years since he had last seen him. Poor devil—for that and other things to come.

“Suppose you tell me just what happened,” he said quietly. “That is, so far as you know it. I’m taking it for granted you were not in Poland Street at the time.”

Mr. Wrayne ground his teeth.

“If I only had been!” he snarled. “By the Lord, if I only had been! There’d have been two swine marked for life—if not something worse!” He leaned back in his seat and a long, venomous hiss came through his lips.

Carbrooke passed no comment, but waited patiently.

“Been a worrying kind of a morning for Natalie right through, from what I can gather from little Sophie Jernowska,” Mr. Wrayne began quietly.

“Who’s she? That young Russian girl in the shop?”

“Yes. How did you——”

“That’s neither here nor there. Go ahead.”

“According to Sophie, Madame, as she calls the Princess, had received a visit from the police and they worried her considerably. They——”

The Superintendent pulled him up sharply. “Wait a minute. Do I understand you they personally worried or annoyed her in any way?”

“No, no. It was quite a simple business—some mistake about a—a jury list or what not. Mistake in names, or number of the place, or something. Oh no, the chaps were perfectly polite and all that—only you know how that sort of thing scares foreigners. And, as I understand it, although the chaps were in civies, you couldn’t miss ’em for what they were at a mile off. What was worrying Natalie more than anything was her name. She got it into her mind in some way that her real name would come into court—made public, y’ know; the one thing she’s been most anxious to keep from all but her own intimate friends.”

“I see,” was all Carbrooke said.

“Then it seems little Sophie spotted some chap watching the whole show through the door. Couldn’t hear what was said, of course, but by his expression was trying hard to do so. Soon as he saw she’d spotted him, moved away a bit; not far, though— only waiting. Seems it was some dirty cad who’d troubled her before more than once. On one occasion some gentleman noticed it and gave her a word to ’phone to the nearest police station if he showed up again. Dam good chap, whoever he was.”

“A fine fellow,” agreed Carbrooke without moving a muscle. “And did she?”

“Why, no. No need. Two of ’em there, weren’t there? She told them and they hopped out after him quick and lively. She watched them through the window and they were letting him have it hot. When they let him, he slunk away.”

“And that was that,” said Carbrooke. “Well?”

“It wasn’t altogether ‘that,’ ” Mr. Wrayne continued worriedly. “Passing the place on his way out of Poland Street, Sophie saw him give such a look towards it that it frightened her. She said he looked like a wild beast.”

“He is,” commented the Superintendent. “By the way, she didn’t notice anything of a darkish, Italian-looking chap hanging about at the same time, did she?” he added puzzledly. The thought in his mind was: where the devil was the particularly capable sleuth he had left upon the trail of the man with the bandaged hand?—or whatever the particular man to relieve him. If Monsieur 0786 were in this business—in the actual working of it, that is—he must have shaken off whoever was on his heels. Or if he had broken cover from Pombola’s before Varelli could be relieved—what then? It looked slightly ominous.

The Honourable Tommy shook his head.

“She never mentioned anyone of that description,” he answered, and then amended his statement— “excepting, of course, the second one who came in the car—the dog who actually did the deed. He was unmistakably Italian, she’d swear. A shortish, stout man, with a very yellow, pudgy face.”

“Ah!” said Carbrooke thoughtfully.

The Honourable Tommy swung upon him eagerly.

“You know someone answering to that description?” he cried, hope in his voice.

“A hundred,” was the calm answer. “Let me know what happened.”

“He came into the shop at about half-past twelve; got out of a big closed car which was left at the door. He was togged up to the nines and there was a uniformed chauffeur driving. He made several decent purchases and then asked to see Madame Nataluska herself about some much more important work he wanted executed. Sophie called Natalie down and they went into a long confab about an order that would have meant quite a lot of money. Then he pulled out a cheque-book and wrote a cheque for more than the amount of his purchase, and asked if Madame’s assistant could cross Oxford Street to some bank or other and cash it. The poor kid has often done little things like that, and off she went.”

Two clenched fists came down upon the Honourable Tommy’s knees with force enough to leave a multicoloured assortment of bruises upon even those iron members.

“I needn’t tell you any more,” he said in a strained, snarling voice. “There was no bank where she’d been told it was; she lost minutes, precious minutes, asking questions to find it. Then she ran back. As she crossed the road the car that the customer had arrived in passed her coming out of Poland Street. The one face she caught sight of, leering at her from it, was that of the swine who’d been watching that morning. Then, realizing evil afoot, she ran to the shop. It was empty; there was every sign of a struggle, the key had been turned in the door leading into the house, and the whole place reeked with chloroform. She rushed to the telephone, nearly out of her mind; the wires had been cut—you’ll see when you get there. And then the poor thing, nearly crazed, ran like a mad thing for my Jermyn Street rooms. By God’s mercy I was crossing Piccadilly Circus as she was. And that’s all—all anyone can tell you. The rest, old man, is up to you. I know you’re clever; for God’s sake”—his voice shook— “show it now, before I go right out of my mind. You’ve had some dam’d ridiculous notion in your bonnet concerning Natalie. Look, old man, arrest her the minute you find her. I shan’t care a damn! Call her a murderess and stick her in a cell right away. Anything, only get her out of the hands of those two swine! I can stand the one, but much more of the other and——” He broke off with a shudder that went right through him.

“That’s all right, old man,” Carbrooke assured him with a quick touch on the arm. “Just sit quiet and leave it to me. Don’t let your mind run on it, if you can help it. Leave it to me.”

And in silence they continued the journey. More than once a question rose to the Superintendent’s lips, but a side glance at the haggard face of his companion quickly decided him to leave it unasked. Kinder not to stir up the whole business again until it was absolutely necessary. So he ploughed through the whole thing again as he had heard it, sieving out and dropping here, linking up with other known facts of which Tommy knew nothing. The result of his cogitation gave him no particular satisfaction. There was somewhere or other a hiatus—one that at the moment he could see no material to fill.

If this forcible abduction, as related by Tommy, were not a cleverly staged stunt to get this double-lived woman into safety while there was time, then what did it mean? And why worked by a man whom only the night before she had not known—the escapee from Devil Island—Pierre Legaud: convict 0786? Unless, being aware of his identity, that lack of knowledge had also been staged for his, Carbrooke’s, benefit!

In the second comer upon the scene—the Italian customer of the closed car and cheque—the Signor Pombola would certainly seem to be indicated. If not, the signor was going to be unfortunate that there was some person in London who answered so minutely to his description.

And if it were not a stunt worked by three in collusion, what was Pombola’s game? What was it “Papa” Constrand had said concerning the society: that they were not permitted to know or attempt to discover the identity of their fellows? Then …?

It was all a devil of a mix up, but out of it two bits of corroborated evidence. The first, that the others of the Nataluska household knew nothing of any double life of their mistress. The second that Madame Nataluska was the woman who had warned The Yard of the intended assassination two nights before. (And in this, he told himself wearily, lay the absolutely inexplicable.) The third, that he, Divisional-Superintendent Carbrooke, had that day seen with his own eyes, and beyond any question of doubt or mistake, the portrait of the Princess Natalie Vasiloff in her dossier at the Service de Surete, where she was known by several aliases, all aristocratic, but principally as Tasha Duberkh, a notorious woman, a consort and partner of thieves and murderers, and the known lover of one Peter Khaboraf, a dangerous worker in explosives. Not all the ambiguities of this case, not all the vague “parables” of cunning old “Papa” Constrand, could budge those three facts. And the whole three, he ruefully admitted, were absolutely contradictory. But his first move was plain: by hook or by crook he had to lay hands upon the missing woman.

At Kennington Road Police Station he ordered a stop. “I want to ’phone from here,” he told the Honourable Tommy. “The one at the shop is put out of work, you say. I’m not going near The Yard at this juncture—they may have scouts out to pick me up.”

“They—who?”

“The same parties who had such a nice greeting arranged for me at Croydon,” Carbrooke laughed. “And also had a pot at me last night.”

The Honourable Tommy gazed at him in amazement.

“D’ye mean they’ve been at it before?” he demanded. “That Croydon wasn’t just a ‘stick-up’ affair of ordinary roughs?”

“Not by a long, long way it wasn’t,” he was told. “And I want to start the next bother myself. So we’ll run cunning a bit.”

In under ten minutes he was back, but he gave no information as to what he had been about, though it was very apparent that he was quite satisfied with the results he had accomplished in the time.

“Now, Tommy,” he said briskly when they were on the move again towards Westminster Bridge. “I’ve started something that will take a lot of stopping. So, buck up!”

“If only I could be doing something,” groaned Mr. Wrayne dispiritedly. “It’s this sitting still that’s driving me potty.”

“I don’t doubt you’ll get your share of action before you’re so much older,” Carbrooke encouraged, then put his head out of the window and gave the driver further orders.

“Nip up Whitehall top speed, and make for Piccadilly Circus up Waterloo Place. Give The Yard a good miss all round,” he explained to Tommy. “And besides, I want to make touch with a man at the Circus.”

But it was before they reached that point, before they came up to Jermyn Street even, that again his head darted out of the window and the taxi ran into the footpath at the opposite side of the road and pulled up.

“Look,” he snapped, pointing at a slowly moving figure, plainly visible in the light of a standard and coming out of Jermyn Street. “That your blind-man—the one you pulled out of the way of the motor?”

“Why, so it is! But he hasn’t his dog with him to-night.”

But Carbrooke was not heeding. Instead, he was watching intently the movements of Blind Benito Mascari, which, for once, seemed strangely uncertain. At the corner he came to a halt, moved on a little in the direction of the Circus and paused irresolutely, looking back; then retraced his steps and stood waiting under the light.

“Now, what’s he after, this side of the Circus?” Carbrooke cogitated aloud.

“It looks as if the poor chap were trying to find someone and got a bit lost,” Tommy suggested.

Carbrooke glanced at him quickly, then a tense, thoughtful look settled on his face.

“Tommy,” he agreed, “I believe you’ve struck it. And the person he’s looking for in Jermyn Street is yourself.”

“Me!” ejaculated Mr. Wrayne. “What would he want with me?”

“Can’t say. But you saved his life. Some of these gentry aren’t altogether ungrateful. He’s in the thick of the underworld and may have heard something. You pop out, slip across the road and pass close to him. You can recognize him casually, ask if he wants a hand across the Circus—anything. I’ll be waiting here.”

“But,” the Honourable Thomas protested fervidly, “it’s all wasting time! What would he know about things? How …”

“For the love of Mike,” hissed the Superintendent, “will you do what you’re asked, and leave me to be the best judge of what’s waste of time and what isn’t?”

“Oh, have it your own way,” snorted Mr. Wrayne, and got out and crossed the road.

The Superintendent also left the taxi and, ordering the driver to wait where he was, strolled up upon the pavement to the corner of Piccadilly. It seemed to him, as he passed and saw that the Honourable Thomas Wrayne had engaged the blind man in conversation, that the staring, sightless orbs of Benito Mascari were fixed steadily in his direction.

“Pure imagination, of course,” he commented. “Just as, come to think of it, it’s rubbish to think it was Tommy he might be looking for. Nothing harder in the world than for a blind man to trace out another in this city; especially a man he doesn’t even know by sight.”

A generality upon which Sergeant McCarthy, had he heard it, might have shed considerable illumination—in so far as it concerned the gentleman of the owls, at any rate.






CHAPTER XIX

IN WHICH DETECTIVE-SERGEANT MCCARTHY TAKES UP HIS BED—AND FINDS A BETTER



It seemed to the Honourable Tommy that, long before he approached the figure standing under the light at the corner of his street, he saw it start around and the head turn quickly in his direction. Might have been the purest imagination, of course, but most certainly the strange-coloured, sightless eyes were full on him as he came into the radius of the light. Gave a chap a queer feeling, those eyes, so young, full, and bright—yet absolutely motionless and blank.

The Honourable Tommy felt a bit of a fool in this approach. Altogether blithering idea of Carbrooke’s, the notion that the blind chap was waiting for him. Why him? And as he’d got so close to Tommy’s diggings, why not have gone there? Of course, he might already have done so, to find him away. There was that, of course.

“Hello!” he greeted, coming to a standstill. “And how are things to-night? No wild motors rushing about, I hope.”

“Ah, signor,” the other answered with a quick smile, “it ees you again; buono!”

“And where’s the dog to-night?” Tommy went on. “Bit dangerous alone without any sort of guide, isn’t it?”

“There are times, signor,” the blind man told him, “when he has his own work to do, and I mus’ do as bes’ I can.”

“Work? Sounds funny to talk about a dog working.”

“It ’ees dog’s work, signor. To guard things.” A dry chuckle came from him. “And what eet may be he is set to guard, there is no man will touch.”

“I’ll bet they won’t,” the Honourable Tommy agreed readily. “About as unpleasant-looking a guard as I know.”

“And when it ees so, I mus’ look to myself. Tonight, signor, I ’ave notta been a success. I ’ave got from the part where I know every foot of the way. A policeman, ’e take me across, but I t’eenk to a wrong corner. I t’eenk I am in Shaf’sbury Avenue, but when ’e is gone, I know it is not so, very quick.”

“Just what I told the—er—my friend,” exclaimed the Honourable Tommy, not without a touch of triumph in his voice. “He had a kind of idea you might have got down my way for a—for a purpose of some kind.”

The iron-grey eyebrows of the blind man drew together puzzledly. “Your friend, he knows Blind Benito Mascari, as I am called?” he asked with disconcerting suddenness.

“Er—no. Fancy I must have described you, talking over that queer business of the other night, y’know. Er—anyhow—struck me at once that you’d got out of your bearings and could do with a lead back.”

“Ah, yes, that was good, signor. A car, it stopped across the road just now. Your friend, she per’aps waits for you in that—si? It is not good that a lady she should be kept to wait for me.”

Considerably astonished, the Honourable Thomas Wrayne proceeded at once to demolish the idea of a waiting lady.

“No, no, old chap. You’ve got it entirely wrong. My friend was a man. No harm done. Can I give you a pilot across the Circus? I—I haven’t a great deal of time, but I can manage that.”

“It is good of you, signor,” the Italian said simply. “Just the slightest touch of the hand if I am wrong. I am ver’ easy to lead.” And in that even, measured gait, he stepped out beside the Honourable Tommy as freely as though every object were plainly visible to him.

“It ees a vast city, this London, to be lost in, signor,” he said suddenly as they crossed towards the Pavilion. “Not one more deeficult in this world. Often, I theenk how easy to be los’—how ’ard ever again to find. Even your police—what can they do? Dio mio! One in all these millions of people … these miles and miles of streets!”

An expression of opinion so closely akin to Mr. Wrayne’s innermost thoughts that a heavy sigh broke involuntarily from him.

The fine, patient-looking face of the blind man turned instantly towards him.

“The signor has los’ someone at some time in that way?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” Tommy answered wearily, the whole wretched business flooding again in full force upon him. “Yes, I’ve lost someone in that way,” he repeated, under his breath, scarcely conscious of having spoken the words.

Before the entrance to the Monico, Tommy stopped and told him where he stood.

“Signor,” the blind man said earnestly. “I t’ank you. It ees the second time you have been kind enough to offer me service, and upon each time when you have been sunk in sorrows of your own.”

“How—how could you tell that?”

The blind man smiled.

“We will say that I read voices, signor, as other men do faces—and footsteps. When the heart of a man is heavy, his paces lag. There is a story told by the feet, signor, as plainly as that of the face—the expression; and I, Benito Mascari, have given it much study. And also there are many other things I know of this cosmopolitan mixture of good and bad you call Soho. And this is one of them. If that dear friend you ’ave lost should be a woman and beautiful, seek for her near the wine. The old saying: ‘Wine and Women,’ signor, they go together. And high up; the beautiful woman is like the butterfly; she soars upwards always on light wings. High; high! That is where to find her, signor, near the wine, and high. Sapete? Do not forget!”

Tommy shook his head hopelessly.

“It’s all Greek to me,” he said. “I can’t follow you.”

“Not you, signor; no,” came the quick return. “But your friend, the one who left your car and walked up upon the other side of the street, who is watching us now from somewhere, he will follow what I say.”

“You—you knew who was with me?”

A strange enigmatic smile showed at the blind man’s lips.

“Signor” he said, “his was the first footstep I learned in London. And the second, signor”—a grim hard look settled upon his face—“was that of her you seek. Good-night, signor, good-night.”

Before his paralysed listener had recovered from his astonishment, he had moved with incredible rapidity around into Brewer Street and disappeared. The first inclination of the man he left standing, dumbfounded, was to rush after him and demand further explanation; something tangible, that could be followed up; but a moment’s reflection showed him the utter futility of that course. The man had only to shut his mouth obstinately and … and what? Nothing but more time lost. It might be all just the merest tosh—an inarticulate sort of attempt at sympathy. But he had said Carbrooke would understand. In another moment, Tommy, at imminent peril of his life, or at least limb, was darting in front of and dodging by a hair’s-breadth vehicles whose drivers let him have it with the full strength of their vocabulary. At that perilous moment he was probably the best-cursed man in London.

“Well, got anything?” Carbrooke demanded.

When he had received and digested the full strength of Mr. Wrayne’s high-pressure narrative, he too was in a condition of little less than stupefaction.

“You’re sure you gave him no inkling of who was with you?” he persisted.

“Not a word,” Tommy assured him. “But he knew all the time. By his voice he was having a joke with himself over it.”

“I’ve heard McCarthy say something about that trick of his of knowing instantly who was near him by their step, but I didn’t give it much credence. However, it’s right enough apparently. The point is …”

“The point is,” Tommy broke in anxiously, “what did he mean by ‘near the wine and high up.’ He seemed to think you ought to know.”

“That’s just what I’m wondering myself,” Carbrooke returned. “I take it near the wine means some kind of wineshop, and high up means top of the house. Strangely enough, I’ve had one such place in my mind ever since I heard the description of the two men who raided Poland Street. Meant clearing it up later, on chance. The Italian has heard a whisper of something and he’s given you the tip in his own way.”

“But why me?” Tommy questioned. “How should he connect me with Nataluska?”

“For the probable reason that he was quite well aware that you were hanging about Nataluska’s the night of the car affair. If he reads my footsteps, why not yours?”

“That’s true,” Mr. Wrayne admitted. “Well, what’s the move now?” he asked anxiously.

“The first part of the move,” Carbrooke answered him thoughtfully, lifting his hat and running his hand slowly over his smooth, well-groomed hair, “is to get you into that place and upstairs without giving a shadow of a warning that the place is rung in. You’ll take a lady there to supper, Tommy, a private supper in a certain upper room that’s there. The proprietor is practically certain to attend upon you himself. When you’ve given the lady a supper—and do yourselves well; I want all the time you can give me—fix up the proprietor, tie him up and lock him in, then make a quick dash upstairs and find out what you can.”

“But—but who is the feller, the proprietor?” Tommy questioned. “What do I down him for? Is he …”

“Unless I’m altogether mistaken,” the Superintendent told him, “he’s the gentleman of the chloroform and cheque.”

“Ha!” hissed Tommy through clenched teeth.

“And if it’ll be any relief to your feelings you can hit him as hard as you like,” Carbrooke continued. For the second time he lifted his hat and smoothed his hair. It was, apparently, a simple movement quite understood by two elegantly-dressed young gentlemen moving slowly past. Instantly both pulled up at Carbrooke’s elbow.

“Bellamy,” he ordered quietly, “you stand by for orders. Haynes, is little you-know-who still on the Leicester Square assignment?”

“Yes, sir. Passed her not ten minutes ago.”

“Pick her up; tell her to report to the Honourable Thomas Wrayne’s flat in a quarter of an hour. He’ll take her to supper at a certain place. After certain events occur, she’ll assist Mr. Wrayne in searching the upstairs floors of the premises. Should the person expected to be found there be discovered, she will render her all possible assistance. Clear?”

“Quite, sir.”

“But, but look here,” the gentleman to be provided with this fair company protested, “you can’t send a—a lady into such a place! With every chance of a devil of a rough house! I’ll go by myself.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” Carbrooke said sternly. “After—after a certain happening that I know of, these people will be right on their nerves; watching like cats for anything suspicious. You’ll just drop in there slightly oiled and with a damsel you’ve picked up somewhere. They’re used to that kind of chance caller, and they’ll think nothing of it.”

“It’s the lady I’m thinking of,” Tommy protested doggedly.

“Don’t let any thought of her worry you, Mr. Wrayne,” one of the young elegants interpolated with a smile. “If you can show me anyone who can work quicker in a tight corner, I’ll be obliged.”

“How do you know what she can do?” Mr. Wrayne demanded.

“She’s my wife,” was the calm reply, and one which closed the discussion, so far as the objector was concerned.

“Have it your own way,” he said to Carbrooke. “I’ll be waiting for her.”

The Superintendent scribbled an address upon a piece of paper and gave it to him. Without further words the Honourable Tommy glanced at it, put it carefully in his pocket and started for Jermyn Street and his bachelor chambers therein. The husband of the lady who was to honour him with her company at this doubtful feast was already rounding the corner of the Circus to collect up and instruct his better half in the duties of this new assignment.

“Now, Bellamy,” Carbrooke ordered, “you and I will make a start at Poland Street.”

Arrived there, little Sophie Jernowska answered his knock. He was shocked at the change in her appearance. The beautiful, childlike face was grey to the lips and her eyes red and swollen with weeping.

“Genuine enough, here,” he thought at his first glance, and so was the grief of the elderly pair to whom, her profound astonishment at hearing of the identity of her late patron passed, she presented him.

As best he could, he reassured them; then proceeded to an inch by inch examination of the shop. He found two quite distinct finger-prints, both male, one upon the small counter and the other upon the frame of the door connecting the shop with the rear living-rooms. It was instantly apparent that they had not been made by the little old gentleman watching his progress so anxiously.

From the little Sophie’s lips he listened again to the full story preceding the abduction of her beloved Madame: it tallied exactly with the hurried resume Tommy had given him. All the old people could say was that hearing sounds of a struggle they rushed to the dividing door, to find it locked against them. Actually they had seen nothing.

“Cover those finger-prints,” Carbrooke ordered. “We’ll take them off later to-night, when I hope”—he smiled cheerfully at the dejected three eating his words—“to have both those gentry safely under lock and key.”

There was a sound as of a motor-car drawing up before the locked door.

“Now I wonder who that is,” he said. “Probably no one for here.” He turned to the listening Sophie. “Don’t open the door to anyone not knocking in this way. Mr. Wrayne will be engaged all the evening, so you need have no fear of locking him out. Like this—take notice.” Slowly and with marked distinctness he knocked with his knuckles upon the hardwood counter.

“One … one two … one. That clear? It’s a signal knock used by only myself and special men.”

Carefully the girl repeated it upon the counter.

“Splendid!” he said, when from the other side of the shop it came again—almost as an echo.

Carbrooke turned sharply.

“That you, Bellamy?” he asked curtly.

“No, sir. Seemed to come from the door, sir.”

Carbrooke looked at him puzzledly.

“That’s queer!” he said. “See who’s there.”

The other three stood silent in the shadows as the detective turned the key in the door and partially opened it.

“Who’s there?” he began, then fell back rapidly with a thoroughly startled exclamation.

In through the doorway there came slowly Carbrooke’s own assistant, Jarvis, looking as if he had all the cares of the world upon his shoulders at the moment. He had his share, for clinging with one arm about his neck, his feet straying unevenly about the floor as he endeavoured to make progress upon them, was Detective-sergeant Patrick Aloysius McCarthy—and that once-debonair elegant looked about at the last gasp!

“Good God!” ejaculated the Superintendent, frozen with horror at the spectacle his favourite subordinate presented. Then, relieving Jarvis of his weight and between them getting the invalid into a chair, stared at him much as he might have at a person miraculously risen from death itself.

And a sight indeed to make a man stare was the sergeant. His head was swathed in fold after fold of white bandages, reeking of iodoform. His face a ghastly hospital-grey, in which the dark Latin eyes of his mother burned now like live coals. He was garbed in a hospital night-gown over which was a dressing-gown, originally the property of some person of at least four times the abdominal girth of its present wearer; nothing but a pair of slippers was upon his feet. But one thing Carbrooke, for all his sudden fear and anxiety for the consequences of this last crazy escapade of his henchmen, saw with joy undiluted—the eyes that turned upon him were no longer blank and unrecognizing; McCarthy had come into the kingdom of memory again. He knew him—better than all, he knew himself.

“Mac,” he breathed, “you know me?”

The dark eyes, even while dimmed with a momentary pain, turned upon him an instant.

“ ‘Soop,’ ” he answered faintly, “would I be chasing you from hell to Hackney if I didn’t?” His head sunk weakly upon his chest. “I’m not so strong as I thought I was,” he whispered. “It’s—it’s— taken … taken it out of me.”

From his pocket Jarvis pulled a flask and put it to the sick man’s lips.

“Sup hearty, old man,” he urged. “I got out of the cab and got it as we came along, sir,” he explained quietly to the Superintendent. “He scared the wits out of us at The Yard when he turned up. But he reported to me, sir, in case he went off before he could get you. There was a man taken into his ward who brought it all back to him—a big Russian—they’d just dug a bullet out of his chest.”

“A big Russian!” Carbrooke echoed.

“Yes, sir. They’d left it too long before bringing him in and gangrene had set in. He’s booked. Mac says it was the man who put him down. The sight of him brought it all back to him. He called the nurse and begged them to let him go after you before there was any chance of the man going west. They point-blank refused—he says they thought he was raving. Took his things away; so he waited until it was quiet, got hold of another patient’s dressing-gown and climbed out of a window and down a fire escape. He found a taxi and got to the Embankment. I sent a man on duty to the Russian’s bedside and came on here with him.”

“Good man,” the Superintendent said; then gave a whispered order to Bellamy. “Slip out and ’phone the hospital he’s here and looks very bad. Better send an ambulance and——”

“Send nothing!” came in weak indignation from McCarthy. “I’m not going back to … ‘Soop,’ ” he appealed, “make ’em take me home. ’Tis only weak I am—I’ll do as well there. I’m fine, really … if only the … the damn legs would stand up under me. Anyhow, I won’t go.”

“All right, all right, old son,” Carbrooke pacified him gently. “Got anything to tell me, Mac?” he said persuasively. “It’s got to be quick work to-night. They’ve got hold of the Princess Vasiloff, Mac,” he whispered quietly.

The dark eyes of the Irish-Italian blazed again.

“They—who?” he got out.

“Your man with the bandaged hand for one,” Carbrooke snapped.

In an instant, McCarthy, despite their restraining efforts, had struggled to his feet.

“Pombola’s!” he almost shouted. “That’s—that’s the headquarters. That’s where they got me.” He paused, breathing with difficulty. “Raid it strong. Not the front … no good. Half-way along the square … at the back … old shed garage … leads to big … big cellar. Watch that … that yard. I was in when … woman fur coat … big chap … Had hold of—hold of her. He dropped—me—iron bar.” The bandaged head went down again, and he beckoned the Superintendent closer to him. “Official an’ con-confidential,” he breathed laboriously.

Carbrooke knelt beside him.

“Yes, Mac?”

“Princess … can’t say … was positive … not now. Woman I got … had different coat.”

“Different?”

“Not a doubt. Patch fur—out left side—hers. Woman threw bomb—no patch. Get … this one’s coat.”

At a word from the Superintendent the little Sophie was flying up the stairs. When she returned she was bearing the fateful sable coat. Carbrooke held it in front of McCarthy.

“See, ‘Soop,’ ” he whispered, “tear where I saw it—Duchess—same place. Tore the other side … self … delib-berately. No—tear.”

“Two distinct coats,” the Superintendent whispered.

“Women … don’t… two coats … just alike.”

“Has your Madame another coat similar to this?” he demanded sharply of the wide-eyed Sophie.

Three voices gave him instant answer: Madame la Princesse had but one coat.

“Then … two … women,” gasped McCarthy, and slid unconscious to the floor.

When he recovered consciousness he was in a little white bed in a little white room that looked down upon his beloved Soho. In front of his eyes, upon the wall at the foot of his bed, was what he knew to be a Russian ikon. Seated upon a stool by the side of the bed was the lovely, whitefaced girl whom hazily he recollected as having seen somewhere before. Her great sad eyes were watching him anxiously. Meeting hers, his own lit with their old whimsical smile.

“Where might I be now?” he asked.

Quietly she told him. The Superintendent had carried him there before he had gone, some time ago. He had been so brave as to come to help her dear Madame, and when the ambulance had come she would not let them take him.

“Ye stood up for me?” he asked, the brogue of his father coming almost unconsciously to his lips.

She told him that she had and that a great doctor had been. He was to stay where he was.

“But,” she impressed upon him urgently, “m’sieu must sleep—oh, so much!—or they will take you away.” Her white little hand smoothed his pillow. Detective-sergeant McCarthy took it gently in one of his own and pressed it to his wan lips.

“Acushla,” he said flagrantly, “I used to think Poland Street was in dear, dirty, garlic-smelling Soho. Now I know it is the Main Street of Heaven. I’ll sleep for years if you wish it—hold my hand while I do it.”






CHAPTER XX

A SUPPER A DEUX——AND AFTER



THE Honourable Thomas Wrayne, in the guise of a young gentleman who had wined well and not too wisely, sat in that upper room of the signor’s and toyed with each of the courses that indefatigable worthy presented for his delectation. Opposite him sat the remarkably vivid young person who had informed him that, strictly for the purposes of this unexpected assignment, he might call her “Gertie.” And she was a young lady upon whom the human eye could rest without any variety of pain or shock whatsoever.

Had he given a casual glance over her in the street he would have put her down at once as one of the sisterhoods of the chorus, ballet, or possibly a mannequin of a second-rate establishment. Her frock was smart, but just the tiniest shade oversmart; the same applied to the ridiculously high-heeled shoes in which her tiny feet were inadequately shod—they were just the leetlest bit too high.

As with the very small, oval-shaped face under the tiny close-fitting cloche hat. The lashes of large, rather languishing eyes carried just too much eye-black, as her cheeks did a shade too much colour. Her lips looked as though they had been sliced out of the heart of a pomegranate.

Tommy, admitting her—his man was away— looked askance upon the decidedly passionate-looking pilgrim. He felt intensely relieved when, in the doorway, she informed him that she had ordered her taxi to wait until he was ready. Although doubtless a splendid lass at heart, he thanked his stars that part of Carbrooke’s never-to-be-sufficiently-damned supper programme was not being seen walking through the West End with this exotic vision.

But the first moment she was inside his sitting-room and the door shut upon them, Gertrude promptly showed why Superintendent Carbrooke had selected her for this particular job.

“You mustn’t imagine that I’m really the sort of idiot I look, Mr. Wrayne,” she began concisely. “As I read my orders, it’s a very necessary approach to this place—Pombola’s, isn’t it?”

“Er—I think so.” Tommy fumbled in his pockets, found Carbrooke’s piece of paper and confirmed the place of their feast to come.

“Pretty warm shop,” she commented; “at least, so my hubby gave me the tip. That’s why I kept the taxi I brought,” she rattled on. “He drives me a lot, and I was lucky to pick him up. As soon as we’re inside, he’ll want a tip from the house.”

“Whatever for?” inquired Tommy bewilderedly.

“Introducing new custom,” she informed him calmly. “You see, he’ll have picked us up at King’s Cross and you’ve ordered him to take us to some quiet place where we can get a private supper. He has heard of Pombola’s and takes us there. New business—tip. Ordinary custom of these shy shops. See?”

The Honourable Tommy saw, or said he did so, which amounted to the same thing. Inwardly, he was really lost in silent admiration of the marvellously capable manner in which she was laying down the staff work of the evening’s programme.

“You’ll want to be slightly tipsy,” she went on, eyeing him critically. “I’ll fix your tie and hat just how it should be in the cab. But not too much,” she continued, “because they don’t like it. Looks too much as if the woman had got you to stand a private supper to run the rule over you—pick your pocket; and they’re dead against that. Brings them nothing and gets the house a bad name. So just nice and cheerful—a little on the loud side, but quite good-tempered.”

“I’ll remember,” he said. “I suppose they’ve told you my job is to get hold of this—this Pombola feller, and get him fixed up hard and fast so that we can get up into the top of the house. Well …”— he fidgeted a little, looking extremely uncomfortable—“I only know one way to do it—er—quietly, that is——”

“And quietness is absolutely essential,” she warned him, “or we’ll have a choice little gang of dago waiters on us.”

“Oh, quite so. What I mean, the only way I know is to give him a thump on the jaw, and—and that’s likely to be a messy ceremony for a lady to be present at.”

She paused in the operation of giving her face a super-coating of powder in the mirror over his mantel and gazed at him.

“Are you worrying about me, Mr. Wrayne?” she questioned.

Before he had time to assert that such was the case she had gone on with the utmost placidity:

“For all I care, you can jump on his features, if it in any way furthers the orders to put him out of the way quietly. In fact, if he looks like getting out the faintest squeak, I shall probably help him into oblivion with a water-bottle or something suitable. Where the Super’s orders are concerned I haven’t a particle of feeling, and I’m really fearfully bucked he’s given me this assignment! Oh, and another thing,” she proceeded. “When that part of our orders is satisfactorily executed and we start the prowl, should we come upon an apartment where any lady is imprisoned—as I understand is possible—you will remember not to rush headlong in, but stay outside until such time as I call you. That’s highly important—really.”

“D’ye mean me to stand there like a—a——”

“ … like a perfect little gentleman,” she finished for him. “Yes, such things have been known as that the most important portion of a lady’s clothes have been taken away to prevent her attempting an escape. Should that prove to be the case—er—you see my point. She’ll probably much prefer to be rescued by me than you—in the first instance.”

Watching his face, she saw it go deadly white and the veins stand out to bursting-point upon his forehead. From the hard, steely-grey his pleasant though weary-looking eyes had gone, she judged that no assistance from her would be necessary when the moment came to put whoever ran Pombola’s hors de combat. Rather, indeed, that the job would be to prevent the Honourable Thomas Wrayne committing murder outright.

“Thanks,” he said in a very still, ugly voice. “I do see your point—and appreciate it.” Then he turned and stood staring down into the fire.

“I say,” she said jerkily, after a moment, “you mustn’t take me for a callous little beast whose only thought is for her job. From the little, the very little, I know, I’m most truly sorry, and all I can do to help things will be done. If I talk like an official book of rules it’s only because I’ve got to be a walking one, so that I don’t let us box up the Super at the end. But for the rest …” she stuck out a neat little hand which Tommy gripped firmly.

“You’re just great,” he said, filled with admiration. “I say, I’d no idea Scotland Yard had anyone like you on the rolls.”

“How sweet of you!” she said, and turned the contents of a huge handbag out on the table. “Let’s see if I’ve got all the junk I’m likely to want.”

It was an amazing collection thus revealed, and included a large bunch of skeleton keys, a pick-lock, a police-whistle, a powder-puff, lip-stick and eyebrow pencil, a pair of handcuffs and short but extremely powerful electric torch, also a thick chunky piece of rubber of about ten inches in length.

“Whatever is that?” he questioned.

“Switch the light off,” she said, “and I’ll show you.”

He did so. Instantly a blinding light was flashed into his eyes, rendering him literally helpless.

“A good sound thump on the head now with my piece of rubber cab-tyre,” she informed him concisely, “and you’d wake up in a cell.”

“Well, begad!” was all Mr. Wrayne could find to remark.

Arrived outside Pombola’s, she stage-managed their entrance with consummate ability. The taxi-man was dispatched inside to inquire whether a private supper-room was available.

“If he’s scared of anything, our mere readiness to hop off somewhere else will look O.K.,” she whispered knowledgeably—and proved to be correct.

Pombola himself, a strained, nervy look upon his pudgy face, came out to the door of the taxi and personally inspected his prospective patrons.

“That man’s as scared as a half-drowned cat,” she murmured, her eyes on him as he crossed the pavement.

It was she who conducted the business with the obsequious but ever so watchful-eyed Pombola, treating him with just precisely the right degree of contempt that the adventurous lady of the pavements invariably exhibits when in the company of a cavalier of means.

“And if you haven’t got a supper a lady and gent can eat,” she concluded scornfully, “say so now, and let me and my boy go somewhere where they have. Don’t think so much of the look of the place, anyhow!”

“What’s the matter with the place?” inquired the Honourable Mr. Wrayne, shoving his head out of the window and examining as much of the exterior of Pombola’s as was visible, with remarkably vacant eyes. “Place is all right, I suppose, if you’ve got plenny money.” He took a roll of Treasury notes from a pocket and commenced counting them over with intense solemnity.

Whether the sight was too much for the signor, and his cupidity was stronger than his nervousness of strange faces in his restaurant that night, he suddenly announced that everything required was to be had in his establishment—and with the added felicity of a private service. Surreptitiously he gave a leer at the lady, who responded, behind the back of her slightly-fuddled companion, with a wink of tremendous astuteness.

Crossing the pavement in the wake of the signor, who was by now bowing himself in two at the double doors, the lady dropped her handkerchief. A passing workman in a cap and sweater picked it up and called after her:

“Dropped y’ wipe, lydy.”

“Oh, thenks,” said the lady taking it with a sniff. “Six cheers for you.”

“And three hoots for you,” he returned as retort courteous.

“You go to hell,” she requested him elegantly, and passed inside.

Up in that room in which the Superintendent had once supped in solitary state, the gentleman of the duo—called Herbert in loving tones by his vivid-looking lady—ordered a supper which at once endeared him to the heart of Signor Pombola. And when, after a long and intense study of the wine-list, he decided upon a large bottle of Pol Roger to begin with, he rose in the signor’s estimation by leaps and bounds. He left the room with the order rubbing greasy hands together.

“Oh, honey,” declared the lady, loudly ecstatic, before he had got three steps down, “I simply adore champagne—only it always seems to make me want to dance.”

“Well, dance if you feel like it,” was the Honourable Tommy’s genial response. “I can pay for the damage, I s’pose.”

They heard the signor chuckle as he went rapidly downstairs. Presently a door below clicked after him, followed by the hum of the descending lift.

“They’re about,” she said quickly. “That was a Vine Street man who picked up my handkerchief. I dropped it on the chance of a signal they were here.”

The Honourable Tommy made to get up.

“Sit down,” she ordered him sharply.

“I was only going to take a squint at that upper staircase,” he whispered. “See how the land lies.”

She regarded him severely.

“Don’t move. Some of these upper floors make a terrible row; they can hear every sound downstairs. I don’t want to have a waiter put to watch us.” Her eyes—nothing languishing about them now—scrutinized the room inch by inch, then rested upon the door.

“Key’s on the outside, I notice,” she said. “I’ll see to it.”

Luigi, upon arrival with hors-d’ oeuvre, seemed inclined to linger chattily.

“When you’ve finished,” she observed with unmistakable meaning, “you might have the manners to put the key on the inside of the door. It’s a private room, isn’t it—not where they broadcast from? We’ll ring when we want you.”

For the moment staggered, Luigi hurriedly changed the key to the desired side of the door, then bowed himself out with many apologies. He was not offended—he knew the partiality of private suppers a deux to the key upon the inside of the door; also it was not the first time, by a good many hundred, that he had been told not to attend again until rung for. Catching the eye of this forthright signorina, the lid of one of his own drooped ever so slightly for an instant: her answering wink was a gem of art.

And so they dallied, with occasional visits from Pombola, a good hour. The first bottle of wine dispatched, a second was called for—the person who followed Pombola in that place never could understand why the two aspidistras which graced that particular room died off suddenly. Any competent horticulturist could have told them that vintage wines do not make good plant food.

The signor had completed quite a masterly little bill to present when next summoned; the sight of it helped to somewhat lift his spirits from the condition of nervous anxiety certain recent events had caused him.

Three deliberate hoots from a car swinging evidently around the side of the building made the pseudo Gertie sit up rigidly.

“That’s it,” she said briskly; “get ready for action. Ring for that oily crook—and don’t mind me.” Ready and, this time, armed for the summons with his bill upon a salver, the signor presented himself, smiling in his most ingratiating manner. The Honourable Thomas Wrayne scrupulously overpaid the imposing document, watched the gentleman he had been itching all the evening to lay hands upon drop the money into his trousers pocket, then, without warning, his clenched left fist shot up from about his knees and took Signor Pombola precisely upon the right point of the chin.

The signor did not fall. He stood perfectly still with glazed eyes. The salver trembling between two limp fingers was calmly and deftly removed by the assaulter’s fair companion and placed upon the table. Then Mr. Wrayne’s right fist took him under the ear, and with a light sigh Signor Pombola toppled forward on top of his assaulter. Noiselessly he was laid upon his own floor, face downwards. Then the Honourable Tommy proceeded to bind his wrists together behind his back with table napkins, and, following that attention, another pair of purely ornamental ones were devoted to his ankles. The capable Gertrude, lifting the greenish-white face from the floor, rammed a largish champagne cork between his teeth, and fastened it securely behind his head with the Honourable Thomas Wrayne’s neckerchief.

“Not a bad job,” she remarked, surveying the prostrate Luigi critically. “But, I think, as he’s the bad boy to upset the Super’s other arrangements, we’ll make doubly sure of him.” From her bag she took the pair of handcuffs, and snapped one upon one of the fallen foe’s wrists.

“You might bring his ankles back to meet this,” she requested, and being obeyed, affixed the other cuff to one ankle. At which moment Signor Pombola resembled nothing so much as one of his own trussed pouleis rotis.

“Yank trick that,” she said. “Bit cramping, but awful sure. He’ll be there when we want him. Now we’ll douse the light, lock him in, and try our luck on the next floor up.”

But upstairs, flashing a light into room after room of the rambling, dingy premises, they came upon nothing. In a numb despair Tommy was looking for the staircase to return, when inspection of a small door which seemed to lead into a cupboard revealed a small stairway leading to a topmost garret.

“And this,” observed the little lady, flashing her lamp up its gloomy height, “looks to me like business. I’ll go first, if you please, Mr. Wrayne,” she said significantly. “If anyone jumps out on me you can oblige with some more of that strong-arm stuff.”

Following her up, Tommy was surprised to find that he was icy-cold, yet his forehead was covered with clammy drops. Nerves, he supposed. At the top of the stairs they were faced by a locked door.

As they tried the handle of the door, a feeble, smothered groan came faintly to their ears. Tommy Wrayne stiffened rigidly and a snarl came from his lips.

“Natalie!” he called huskily, in a voice tremulous with red rage.

“Steady,” advised his small mentor; “may not be her, you know.”

Again the groan from the person imprisoned came to them. His shoulder went crashing against the door. It held firm.

The sprightly Gertrude checked a second effort with a warning finger, dropped upon her knees and with her pick-lock swiftly reduced the mechanism to impotence. As the door swung open, she darted in.

“Oh, you poor thing!” Tommy heard her exclaim in disgust, then he too was in the room.

Natalie was stretched upon the floor just as she had been taken from the shop, her hands and feet bound tightly with cords that cut to the very bone. Over her mouth had been bound a filthy, evilsmelling towel.

All thought of a third person gone utterly from his mind, and bound as she was, he seized her up and strained her to him.

“Natalie!” he cried hoarsely. “Never again alone! Never again! You understand?” Swiftly he unbound her.

Her beautiful, pain-stricken eyes searched his.

“You—you, dear heart,” she said softly. “And when you came I prayed for death, thinking it was the end—of everything.”

A shot rang out down below, echoing through the upper part of the house. A moment later a step was heard hurrying up the low stairs.

“Leave her to me, and keep everyone away but our own men,” were the instant orders of the lady, who had been looking discreetly through a window opening on to an unbroken vista of roofing. From that receptacle of personal and professional requisites she took something and dropped it into his coat pocket.

“Don’t use it unless you have to,” she whispered, and gave him a push towards the door.

It was upon the landing at the head of the first stairs they had negotiated that he and a hurrying, panting figure collided. All Tommy could see was that the man’s face was green with terror, and that one of his hands was wrapped in a bandage. At the encounter, he drew back with a wicked snarl and his hand flashed to the back of his belt.

“You—you swine!” Tommy hissed. “You’re the man I want.”

His first blow knocked the other off his balance for a moment, but only for a moment. The next saw him, knife in hand, make a murderous rush. A terrific left-hander brought him up in the darkness, then they locked. Tommy felt the steel rip his coat sleeve open. Twice he threw the other off him by sheer strength; following him up with short, jabbing blows under which the other grunted. Not at all to the liking of M. Pierre Legaud was this form of battle.

In one clash, he launched a vicious kick that sent Tommy white and sick against the wall. Instantly the other was upon him again, to be met with a desperate right-hand blow in the face that sent him reeling to the edge of the stairs. Nothing but a clutching grip of the banisters saved him from going backwards down them. Before he could recover his balance, the Englishman charged him and with a football tackle sent him down three or four stairs. With a gasp of relief he heard the knife slip from the man’s hand. It went through the banister and he heard it fall upon the floor below.

Without hesitation, he leaped down upon the other, determined now to make a finish or it. But M. Legaud with a knife, and the same gentleman without one, were two persons of a totally different calibre. He was muttering and whining when he got a grip upon Tommy’s throat, and clung there like grim death. Then, in answer to the pitiless rain of blows that assailed him, he began to kick again; a terrible upper-cut under the heart made him stagger and break his strangle-grip. Before he could either attack or defend, he was seized in a wrestling hold, swung off his feet and went flying through the blackness. It was at the bottom of the first flight of stairs, just outside that door behind which Pombola was writhing in futile effort, that the Frenchman landed with a sickening thud. He rolled over once, moaning; then lay perfectly still.

A light showed suddenly from the door of the lift, a voice hailed up—the voice of the blind man: “Signor—the lady is safe?”

Tommy, sick and dizzy, answered weakly: “Yes.”

“You have not seen anything of Legaud—a man with a bandaged hand?”

Tommy laughed—a horrible, mirthless sound.

“I think I’ve killed him. You’d better send somebody up!”






CHAPTER XXI



A WOMAN PAYS

“Now,” said Carbrooke, in that quiet tone by which his men knew that there was a job in hand which had to be well done and strictly according to orders, “we’ll just see we’ve got everything mapped out before we start.”

He looked around the knot of grim, determined-looking men hanging upon his words. They were, for the greater part, heavy-weights, but spare and lean; men of undoubted activity, and ugly customers if things took that turn.

“Cadell,” he went on, “your squad raids the front the moment the last of us is into that garage over there. No; perhaps you’d better give us a minute or two, as according to Sergeant McCarthy there’s a stone cellar-trap we’ve got to locate. Two minutes, then; no more.”

“Two minutes, sir. Right!”

“Don’t let a soul pass you. You yourself, Cadell, make for that lift I mentioned and hold it. Got your men in position?”

“All ready, sir.”

“Good. Now, both squads make no mistake. I want every man Jack of ’em, and I want ’em alive. But the gang I expect to take in the cellar are as tough as they make ’em, and if they do take to knives or guns, let ‘em have it! But keep off your revolvers until there’s no other way.”

A man slipped across from the innocent-looking garage which the Superintendent had indicated.

“I’ve picked the lock, sir; the door will open,” he reported.

“Right. Get to your squad, Cadell. Warn all outside-duty men to keep close watch in case there’s some point of get-away we don’t know of. Come on.”

A dozen men slipped quickly across the deserted by-road after him, swung the garage door open, then closed it noiselessly after them.

“Two of you stop on duty here,” Carbrooke ordered. “And have your truncheons ready.”

A powerful torch turned upon a square, stone-paved yard disclosed at length one block of paving much larger than the surrounding ones. Carbrooke, striking upon it with his heel, found that it rang hollow.

“This looks like it,” he said. “Jemmy it up.”

Two powerful-shouldered men stooped and, with stout steel jemmies, prised up one side. In the slab was set heavy iron eye-hinges. It opened on to a narrow set of stone steps.

“Now, be ready,” Carbrooke warned. “There’s no sign of any electrical attachment to that trap-door, but we can’t be too cautious. The very opening of it may have sent a warning.” He led the way down and they found themselves in a smallish stone cellar, lighted by one dim gas-burner. For the moment he thought it to be empty, and moved gingerly towards a door through which light was showing. Through it—though sounding a considerable distance off—the murmur of voices could be plainly heard.

And then he stopped dead; stopped, moreover, with something of a feeling of looking foolish, for leaning against the door, his queer eyes fixed in the direction of the raiding party, was the blind man, Benito Mascari, and not one trace of embarrassment did he show at their most unexpected appearance. Instead, he waved a friendly hand in their direction, and to Carbrooke himself he bowed with the deepest respect.

“Ah, signori” he said in a soft but penetrating whisper, “at last we are to have the great pleasure to co-operate. But I would take the liberty to warn all to move with the greatest circumspection. There are persons within—persons in whom we are all interested—to whom the lives of others are of small importance. Sapete? And …”

At a nod from Carbrooke two men ranged quickly beside the blind man, gripping each a wrist.

“And you can cut that bluff out, Mr. Blind Benito,” interjected the Superintendent. “You’ll go through the sieve with the rest. And if you’re wise you’ll make no attempt to give a warning.”

The blind man smiled.

“Signor Carbrooke,” he said, “had I wished it, I could have done that immediately after giving Signor Wrayne the information I did. I have been expecting your arrival any time in the last hour. If you will be so kind as to put your hand into the breast pocket of my coat, you will find there a letter to interest you.”

Surveying him dubiously, for the calm assurance of the blind man was, to put it mildly, disconcerting, Carbrooke put his hand into the pocket and drew out a small, flat, gilt-embossed pocket-book. To his considerable astonishment it was stamped with the royal arms of Italy.

“Ah, signor,” the blind man said softly, “there are things noted down there to make many people fear, if they but knew. In the back of the book you will find the letter I mean.”

Opening the first of the letters under the dim gas-jet, the Superintendent peered at it—to stand literally petrified with amazement.

It was an imperative order to all officers of police of any rank, uniformed or plainclothed, in London or provincial cities, to render all aid to Commendatore Pietro Lucalli, of the Italian Police Service. It was signed by the highest possible authority. Carbrooke knew the sprawling handwriting and signature of the Minister of State too well not to put any question of forgery entirely out of the question. Additionally, the stationery of the Home Office is not accessible to alien kitchen-men of Soho. He stared at the holder of this document like a man stunned. At a nod from him the blind man was released.

“Signor Lucalli,” Carbrooke whispered, “all that I can say is that I’m—I’m thunderstruck.” He looked at the other in genuine admiration and offered his hand. “Constrand has told me how great you are, but … this class of work is too wonderful for words. And with your infirmity? Incredible! You will take charge,” he offered generously.

“No, no!” The blind man waved the suggestion away. “But, from my knowledge of them, if you will permit me to advise?” He beckoned the Superintendent apart from his men.

“Signor” he whispered, “be prepared that you will not take the head—their No. I—to-night. They wait for him, but he will not come.”

Carbrooke frowned perplexedly.

“You mean, perhaps, that there was some truth in the theory of ‘Papa’ Constrand as to the identity of their leader—that he is——”

“It is quite true, signor. It was thought better that he should be dealt with elsewhere. He was taken in his London house an hour ago. For the rest, there is one request I have to make. The woman Tasha Duberkh is mine. I take her. I could have done so long ago simply to gratify my own personal revenge, but I would not, because it would have sent the organization to ground again—perhaps never to be taken as a whole again. But it must be understood that she is my capture.”

“She is yours, signor,” Carbrooke assured him gravely. Then put a question: “Signor, what is the connexion, beyond an extraordinary resemblance, between the Princess Vasiloff and the notorious Tasha Duberkh?”

But, as with “Papa” Constrand, the Italian became instantly uncommunicative. He shook his head firmly.

“Ask the gentleman who signed the letter you have just read,” he said. “If he thinks well to do so he will answer you.”

“Then what is behind the abduction to this place of the Princess? May I ask that?”

“Si! Through a French brother, Legaud, they have discovered that she, one of the Brotherhood, gave warning to the police of the attempt upon your Sir Everard. She was brought here, signor, to die the death of a traitor.”

“But why—why was she a member?”

The blind man smiled again his curious enigmatic smile.

“Ask the same gentleman that also, signor,” he said. “It is possible that he may enlighten you. For myself, signor, I cannot.” He abruptly dismissed the subject. “Your men are ready? I can hear that they have raided upstairs some minutes ago.”

“Is there no connexion between these cellars and the restaurant floor?”

“There was, signor,” was the significant reply. “I have attended to it myself.”

It is upon record at The Yard that the raid upon the cellars of Pombola’s was one of the most fiercely resisted in the annals of the London police. Despite the swiftness of the attack, the members of the gang who carried fire-arms had a chance to open fire. Where other lethal weapons were in question, the truncheons of the plainclothes invaders more than held their own.

But one little knot of black-cowled desperates armed with automatic pistols had entrenched themselves in a portion of the rambling catacombs intersected by pillars of masonry, and there maintained a hot fire. They were led, it was plainly seen, by a woman.

Two of his men had gone down wounded before Carbrooke gave his others the order to draw their own weapons. For himself, he had fired twice at moving shadows from which a red flame spat at intervals, but with what result he could not tell. Twenty at least of the gang had been taken, truncheon-stunned. They had been dragged out into that yard, handcuffed together. So far as he could tell there were but four of those figures gliding stealthily from vantage point to vantage point, firing instantly at any man who dared make a target of himself. They were led by the woman who had fired the first shot.

Carbrooke, peering into the shadows, his finger upon the trigger waiting a chance, heard a voice close beside him: “Do not forget, signor, the woman is mine.”

“Then I wish to God you’d either get her or stop her,” he answered worriedly. “Two of my men are down, and I believe she nailed both of them.”

“So. In which case——” Above everything his voice rang out:

“Duberkh, come out. The avenger of Cesare Lucalli waits for you. The hour has come.”

A shot which flattened against the wall by him was her only answer.

It was, Carbrooke saw to his amazement, from a hand resting upon his hip that Lucalli fired—three quick shots. Then out of a shadow a tall, black shape fell prone. In the dim light they saw the white face of a beautiful woman, a bullet-hole squarely through her forehead.

“The end of Tasha Duberkh,” Lucalli said quietly. “Come out, the rest,” he called. “Trial later, or death now, which you please.”

Two pistols were thrown out on to the floor—two whitefaced men who had torn off their robes followed them.

“We surrender,” one said sullenly. And then another shot rang out, followed by a heavy thud back in the shadows. The last man had fired upon himself—it was the simplest way: he had escaped from a life sentence at New Caledonia.

“Where is Legaud?” the blind man demanded of one of them.

“He should be upstairs guarding the traitor,” was the answer.

“I rather fancy he’ll have his work cut out,” observed Carbrooke dryly.

“Was Signor Wrayne armed?” the Italian asked hurriedly.

“With his fists. Nothing more lethal than that, I believe.”

“With a triple murderer perhaps armed to the teeth. Dio mio! It is folly! Quickly!”

“Round them all up,” Carbrooke ordered his men. “I’m going to see what’s happening upstairs.”

He followed hard upon the footsteps of the Italian, who with the utmost certainty led the way to a small door set in a wall. It led to a concealed panelled opening in the wall by the side of the lift.

“See to your men, signor, while I see what has happened upstairs,” he cried, and felt his way into the elevator.

“Heard a devil of a thud up there just now,” Cadell, staring at Blind Benito in amazement, reported to the Superintendent. “Sounded as if someone had flung a sack of flour or something heavy downstairs.”

“Carry on down here for a moment,” Carbrooke exclaimed, and entered the lift. He and his companion shot swiftly aloft to the elevation of the shattered Pombola’s private room.

It was the Superintendent who, after a moment’s examination of the battered figure sprawling in a strange, ungainly position at the foot of the staircase, gave his dictum.

“He’ll never go back to Devil Island,” he pronounced shortly. “Alive; but back broken.”

“I’d be awful glad if you’d bring the Princess and the little lady down, Carbrooke,” the Honourable Tommy called shakily. “That chap with a knife took some beating. I’m shockin’ tottery on the pins.”

“Pombola?” questioned the Superintendent as he came towards him.

A little chuckle came from Mr. Wrayne’s puffed and bleeding lips.

“If the two punches I gave that beauty haven’t knocked all the sin out of him, then you couldn’t do it with a Nasmyth hammer!”






CHAPTER XXII

IN WHICH THE SUPER GOES TO CHURCH—AND LATER HEARS A STORY



If the illustrated journals which devote so much space to such matters be turned back to, it will be found that the wedding of the Princess Natalie Vasiloff to the Honourable Thomas Wrayne, at St. Margaret’s, Westminster, was one of the great events of the spring season.

Most of the chroniclers of that occasion completely beggared themselves of adjectives in endeavouring to describe the ravishing loveliness of the bride, but a glance at the accompanying photographs will suffice to show that their adjectival lavishness was no more than her due.

All the world and his wife were present, and also numerous male persons not, as yet, so encumbered with permanent femina—and also not particularly addicted to attendance at such functions. The Honourable Tommy’s pals had turned up in full strength. Included amongst them, and doing particular credit to his Savile Row tailors, was Divisional Detective-Superintendent Carbrooke.

It was with considerable surprise that, upon taking his place in the historic little church and glancing around him, he discovered to be there a number of persons whose presence intrigued him considerably.

Society with a capital S he had expected to see in full force, nor was he disappointed; but when his eye rested upon the amazing spectacle of the Chief himself, garbed in a manner that would have made Solomon look to his laurels, and before him what was palpably a brand-new and glittering top-hat, his astonishment knew no bounds. What, in Heaven’s name, had brought him out of his shell in this amazing fashion?

Not far away Mr. Assistant-Commissioner of Police surveyed the brilliant throng interestedly. The Superintendent was still considering this remarkable phenomenon when a touch upon his arm turned him, to discover that a gentleman who had taken the next seat to him was none other than the Commissioner.

“Hullo, Carbrooke,” he greeted in the subdued voice suitable to the occasion. “The Yard looks pretty well represented here.”

“I was just trying to make it out,” the Superintendent rejoined.

“More to come, more to come,” rejoined Sir Alfred easily. “Some people here, aren’t there?”

A further addition was at that moment made to the number. Up the aisle to a seat which had evidently been reserved for him, the picture of the immaculately turned-out man about town, a figure leisurely progressed: Blind Benito Mascari—the Commendatore Pietro Lucalli.

“Marvellous chap that,” the Commissioner commented.

“Wonderful,” Carbrooke agreed instantly. “His sense of direction and—and all that sort of thing is simply astounding. Couldn’t have believed it possible, if I hadn’t seen it for myself.”

The Commissioner laughed quietly.

“It isn’t,” he rejoined. “Lucalli can see as well as you can in daylight—and probably a hundred times better in the dark.”

“He—he can see!” gasped the Superintendent.

“Perfectly. But the thing isn’t all marvellous impersonation. A blow in handling some desperado in Milan injured the nerves of his eyes. For three years he was in bandages, never permitted to see the light. That is why he has all the tricks of the really blind. That curious rigidity of his eyes is a habit formed when even the slightest movement of them caused him the most intense agony. By sheer will the man held them unblinkingly. When at length the bandages were removed they had every appearance of utter sightlessness. He worked upon that appearance—to suit his purpose, you know. And that information, I expect, will shed light upon many things hitherto incomprehensible to you.”

“It does indeed,” said the Superintendent. Then amended significantly, “At least, some of them.”

The Commissioner glanced at him quietly.

“Ah yes,” he said. “There are several things connected with the Princess Vasiloff not quite clear to you—at present. Certain little mysteries, eh?”

“And certain big ones as well,” the other said. “If you don’t mind my saying so, there seems to have been a pretty general conspiracy to leave me in the dark. Don’t think I’m kicking about it—but it’s only natural that I should wonder just why.”

“Governments, and other Governments than our own, have their secrets, Carbrooke,” Sir Alfred said slowly. “Entanglements, political and otherwise, that have to be kept from even the most trusted men. However, with the death of the woman Duberkh the situation has altered. I’ll tell you the whole story when this business is over.”

A bustling at the entrance of the church focused all attention upon that point, and surely nothing more beautiful had ever walked up that aisle than the Princess Natalie Vasiloff.

“She’s a lovely creature,” murmured the Superintendent in very genuine admiration.

“And good, Carbrooke, and brave. A woman in a hundred thousand. Wrayne’s a very lucky fellow. Don’t know him, but fine chap, I understand.”

“One of the best,” Carbrooke told him.

But it was the person who suddenly appeared (his inevitable minute late for anything), and upon whose arm the bride advanced, who, to use a vulgarism, knocked the Superintendent completely off his perch. Beaming smiles upon everyone and thoroughly enjoying himself was the great Minister of State who had signed the letter carried by Blind Benito.

“I give it best,” murmured the Superintendent to himself.

His companion smiled at him.

“You’ll understand it when you know the whole strength of things. By gad, look at that little bridesmaid. Like a Greuze type of innocence. Perfectly beautiful—what!”

“Beautiful indeed,” agreed Carbrooke, and his eyes warmed as he looked upon the little Sophie Jernowska, who alone followed her beloved Madame upon this fateful day. Such had been the wish of the Princess. In a simple, almost childish frock of soft and shimmering white, and with a distinctly Russian head-dress from which the little oval face peeped forth, her dark eyes shining with veritable adoration for the one moving slowly before her, she made a memorable picture. Not even the great armfuls of white Russian lilies both carried were sweeter in their white purity than these two beautiful emigres, strangers in a strange land.

Carbrooke inclined his head towards the little figure of Sophie.

“How is she going to shine among the wives of The Yard?” he asked whimsically.

“Eh!” It was a truly startled exclamation.

Carbrooke nodded.

“McCarthy. Never occurred to anyone why it took him such a deuce of a time getting better in their Poland Street place. I knew. I told the malingering hound that I’d have him out and in lodgings if he didn’t report for duty in a week. Don’t know that I blame him, though.”

“Do I understand you, Carbrooke, that Inspector McCarthy and that … that beautiful …” Words failed the Commissioner.

“Three weeks from now,” the Superintendent told him. “The Duchess of Casaldon has given them a house, Tommy Wrayne has insisted on jamming it chock full of furniture. I tell you, there’s going to be some style about Inspector and Mrs. McCarthy. I’ll bet he’s neglecting his duty, hanging about here, at the present moment.”

Which, sad to relate, was indeed the truth. At that exact moment the newly-made Inspector of C.I.D. was entirely neglecting the crime world and, “poshed to the nines,” to use his own expressive words, was hanging over the organ loft at an angle extremely dangerous to persons immediately beneath him. His dark vivacious eyes were glued upon the altogether entrancing figure of the future Mrs. Patrick Aloysius McCarthy. Which, even his superior officer would have admitted, was entirely as it should be.

It was as they strolled back into the precincts of the Scottish baronial castle upon the Embankment that the Commissioner reverted again to the mystery surrounding the beautiful woman whom they had just seen joined in holy wedlock.

“Better come up to my room, now,” he suggested, “and I’ll give you the whole story in as few words as I can. But once told, Superintendent, you’ll realize that it’s one better buried for ever.

“It begins,” the Commissioner commenced when both were seated in the pleasant room overlooking the Embankment, “with the first arrival of the Princess Vasiloff in Paris after her escape from Russia. This was the time that the Duchess of Casaldon had her and her companion, a foster-sister, brought from Vienna. They were there some days before the Duchess, through indisposition, could cross for them. In the meantime, the foster-sister, a girl called Olga Vajansky, had disappeared.”

“I remember Her Grace telling me of it,” Carbrooke said. “I gathered from the Duchess that the girl had in some way got in with a gang of Russian politicals—and worse. She went utterly to the bad, I understood. Refused to come back when Her Grace approached her.”

“Utterly. But Her Grace never saw her personally, either then or at any other time. Had she done so, she might have realized the danger that the girl constituted for the Princess. But in her distress—or rather out of sympathy for her ward’s distress—the Duchess went to the Service de Surete. Constrand it was, upon urgent request from the Embassy, who routed the missing girl out. However, she was adamant, and Constrand had no power to compel her to go to England.

“But in these negotiations Constrand had met the Princess, heard her pathetic story and taken a great liking to her. When she had gone he kept a watch upon the girl Vajansky. He found that a few weeks later she had gone to live openly with a notorious Russian criminal, Peter Khaboraf—yes, the same man who died in the hospital—and that she had changed her name to the equally Russian one of Tasha …”

“Tasha Duberkh,” Carbrooke supplied grimly.

“Precisely. But Constrand with his finger upon the pulse, so far as their criminality was concerned, soon began to be aware of a huge Brotherhood under one head, which was making organized murder for profit a fine art. Just at that time Italy was receiving their especial attention; there had been a number of political assassinations which were embarrassing the Government greatly. It was through this that Pietro Lucalli was first brought into the business. That and a matter of personal revenge of which you may have heard.”

“His brother and the woman Duberkh? Yes.”

“That lady had gone from bad to worse. Constrand was by now wanting her for something much more serious than robbery. But she was elusive, and he lost sight of her until the Italian police harried her back into Paris, with Lucalli on her heels. That night she disappeared completely—as did such of the organization as Constrand had left at large. But there was one point which always appeared in any individual crime committed by Tasha Duberkh— she invariably wore a certain fur coat.”

“I know it,” the Superintendent groaned. “It led us a pretty dance—that and the extraordinary likeness.”

“The coat was one the Princess had herself given the girl when they escaped in wintry weather. And this diabolical woman, whose jealous hatred for her foster-sister seemed to be the ruling passion of her existence, treasured it for no other purpose than to continually throw suspicion upon her.”

“It very nearly worked too,” Carbrooke put in grimly.

The Commissioner smiled. “From your point of view—yes. From that of the Home Office—no. You see, the Princess was quite the best secret agent they had.”

The Superintendent opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again without utterance.

“It was Constrand who suggested her to us when he and Lucalli had located the existence of the organization in London. She spoke most of the European languages fluently; she needed to earn money, for, as you know, she was independence itself. One of the rules of the Society was that no member was to know the identity of another—it proved their undoing. But for that Tasha Duberkh would have known that the foster-sister she hated was a member of the same Brotherhood. She would undoubtedly have found means to have made away with her.”

“Did the Princess ever penetrate the identity of the other?”

“Yes. First through a certain scent which both of them had used.”

“I know that scent, too,” Carbrooke said ruefully. “But, of course, with the blind keeper of their robes and paraphernalia as well able to see as any of them, we knew every individual of them. Lucalli had come with letters from the Italian Government and was in touch with the Home Office all the time.”

Carbrooke thought a moment.

“How did the Princess manage to join this Brotherhood without their knowing anything of her?” he asked.

“By means of a letter smuggled out of a French prison from one of the gang Constrand had taken. How the prisoner was persuaded to write it I can’t say. Constrand no doubt had means to get it done. At any rate it worked. The Princess was never suspected. And never would have been, but for running into the Frenchman, Legaud, on the night of the fog. He followed her up with the tenacity of a leech.”

“Why was she so particularly agitated in sending that particular piece of news through?”

“Because,” he was answered, “she was as good as the other was bad. She knew that the member who had drawn the lot was her foster-sister, and she tried to make it impossible for her to commit the crime.”

“I see. How do you account for the extraordinary likeness between these two women of no relationship?”

“Ah! Here is where we touch upon something that even the Princess herself does not know—and, I hope, never will. A year or two ago a woman came to Paris from Russia. Like the rest, she had been in Siberia with the Berenska family. She was the foster-mother of Natalie—the mother of Tasha Duberkh. She wanted to find them. Constrand too was curious upon the point of the likeness and put her through a severe interrogation. It brought out a strange story.

“It seemed that just prior to the birth of her child, M. Berenska was suddenly shifted from the Yenesei to some other portion of Siberia. His wife, too ill to travel, was to follow when she could. The woman in question saw her through her travail. And then, suddenly, her own child died. Three days later Madame Berenska went—after giving birth to twins. She took and suckled them, but kept the fact of her own child’s death a secret. And also the fact that the unfortunate lady had borne two children. When the time came she handed one, Natalie, to the father, and kept the other. Natalie Vasiloff and Tasha Duberkh were twin sisters.”

“Where is the woman now? May she not tell the Princess?”

The Commissioner shook his head.

“I think not. The Duchess of Casaldon bought her off and pensioned her on condition that she never comes to England or attempts to communicate with the Princess. If she dares, her income ceases and—and possibly the French police will suggest that she returns to Russia. No, she is quite safe.”

Carbrooke stood up.

“I suppose,” he said, “there’s no use of my asking who the No. I of the Society was—the one who was taken from his Town house?”

“Carbrooke,” the Commissioner replied gravely, “let it suffice that the unfortunate madman—for that’s what he was—is in Broadmoor for the rest of his days. It’s all the law could have done to him, for there was no doubt as to his insanity. Let it stand at that. Now, what’s your opinion of this Hampstead case? Looks to me …”
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