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1:
Kitiwik


H. de Vere Stacpoole


Port Adelaide News 20 Aug 1926


 


1:
Macklin.


 


IT WAS NOT Slane's first visit to Sydney.
Though he was only 26 he had passed seven years in and around the islands, and
had come twice to New South Wales, but it was his first visit with an almost
empty pocket; seven pounds ten, or thereabouts, in dollar notes and a
brassy-looking Australian sovereign made up his pile, and his luggage was
negligible. 


He had come down
from the Solomons in the Araya, Capt. Brent, and as soon as she had
berthed at Circular Quay he had landed, leaving his bag to be looked after by
Jimmy Clarke, the first officer.


"I'll drop
back to-night and fetch it," said Slane. "Maybe I'll see you in the
Paris House if you can get off to-night, and we could walk back together."



It was two years
since he had seen a row of shops, or a cab, or a newsboy— such things are not
in the remoter islands— and the sight of James' Bar when he got to Holt Street
was like old times reaching at him to pull him in, but he passed on. Though
sailing light as far as money went, he was ballasted with a project; he had not
drifted into Sydney Harbor. He had come for a definite purpose that pleasure herself;
old chums, or drink could not deflect. 


Turning out of
Holt Street he found Prospect Place. He had lodged here last time and there was
the house where he had stayed, looking exactly as he had left it, and there,
when he knocked, at the door, was the very same landlady looking not an hour
older, and with not a grey hair in her false front. Here he obtained a room,
also a friendly word. 


It is pleasant
to be remembered and pleasanter still to be remembered with kindness, even by a
landlady; it was better than a cocktail to Slane, and leaving Prospect Place he
took himself back through Holt Street to the great Waygood building. 


Here in this
hive of many businesses, where you can buy wool, or the land where the wool
comes from, real estate, wild cat tickets for the theatre, or a theatre itself,
a lift shot Slane out on the fourth floor and in front of an-office marked "Purvis,
Beaman, Strode, Fergus son & Co., Brokers and Real Estate Agents."


A clerk in the
outer office met Slane and his enquiry for Mr. Fergusson. 


"Mr.
Fergusson, sir, he's in London," said the clerk. "But Mr. Purvis is in."


"Thanks,"
said Slane. It was a death blow to his hopes and his project, or at least, it
seemed so for a moment. The one man of wealth and understanding: that he knew
of in Sydney, the one man who with glorious optimism would surely have backed him
in his scheme was in London. He might just as well have been in Heaven. 


"Thanks,"
said he. "No, I won't bother seeing Mr. Purvis. London— when will he be
back?" 


"He is not
expected back for three months, sir." 


"Thanks,"
said Slane. He left the office and descended to the first floor. 


He had come
several thousand miles to find Fergusson. It seemed a knock-out blow, would
have been with many another man, but Slane was already on his feet again, his
head was up and Fergusson's name wiped off the slate.  


Instead of going
to a bar to drown disaster, he turned into the barber's shop that stands at the
right of the big doorway for a haircut and brush-up.


Fate loves a man
like that; she may down him if it has to be done for the perfection of some
great plan, but she does it with regret; where she can she helps. She did not
go into the barber's shop with Slane— she went to the front door and watched
the passing crowd till she saw Macklin, then she beckoned him in. He came in,
dropped into a just vacated chair, presented his chin to the assistant, and
caught sight of Slane. 


"Hallo,
Buck!" said Macklin. 


"Hallo,
Mack!" said Slane. 


"Thought
you was dead," said Mack. Then through the lather: "See you when I'm
fixed up. You're not in a hurry, are you?" 


"No, I can
wait," said Slane. .He waited till the other was finished, with, then they
left the place together. 


They were a
contrast. Slane, tall and bronzed, light-haired and good-looking, rather boyish
for his years. Macklin, short and square, black-haired and black-browed, brown
with weather, rather coarse, well-dressed in blue serge and wearing a bowler.
Shipping was stamped on this man, but it would be hard to fix his relationship
to the sea. Captain, mate, broker, chandler, pilot— he had something of all
these about him, and something else that might have been pirate, were piracy
not a vocation of the past. 


He took Slane's
arm as they crossed the street to O'Connell's, and in the bar he took a
sandwich and called for drink. 


"It's my
cry," said Macklin. "Well, you aren't grown shorter since I seen you
last. Remember that night at Riordan's and Rafferty cutting up the way he did— he's
dead. That's what drink does for a chap. What you been doing?" 


"Oh, I've
been making and losing money," said Slane. "Went into a bêche de
mer venture and made a little, dropped it all but a fiver at a faro shop,
got it back next day and swore never to touch the bones or the cards again— and
that holds. Then I went in for nuts, had a good number of trees promising well,
but a hurricane took the whole lot in fifteen minutes— then—" He stopped
dead. 


"Yes?"
said Macklin. "Nothing— that's all there is to it. I come back to Sydney
to see a chap, and if he would put some money in a venture, and find he's gone
to London. What have you been doing?" 


"Going
bankrupt," said Macklin, with a laugh. "Small yacht dealing, as you
know, isn't what it used to be. You don't get the same class of mugs, money's
tight; there's not the same amount of drinking goes on as used to be, and there's
nothing like John Barleycorn for making chaps part with their spare cash; wages
have risen, and on top of that there's been bad luck— just sheer bad luck. I
have one old boat left I take out trawling, me and Jim Dennison. You remember
old Jim the boatman, he's been with me over ten years— one-eyed chap?" 


"Yes, I
believe I remember him. Have another?" 


"Yes, I'll
have a whisky and tonic. He's stuck to me because he's such'n old scamp no one
else'll employ him. Well, there you are, and that's how it's served me." 


"How big is
your boat" 


"Thirty
tonner; she's got a good beam and carries a heavy trawl. You weren't wanting to
buy a boat by any chance?" 


"No. Tell
me, is she a good sea boat?" 


"Why, you
could go round the world in her! Teak built, copper fastened, built by Duncan
only fifteen years ago, not a sick nail in her, not a square inch of dry rot— but
what's the good of talking if you're not buying?" 


Slane was
thinking hard. This might be better even than Fergusson, who would want the
biggest part of the melon.


It only takes
half a minute sometimes to come to a decision that will alter a man's whole
life. Slane had come suddenly, to a decision: He looked at the clock behind the
bar. 


"Come and
have some luncheon with me," said he, "I want to talk to you. Where
shall we go?" 


"Paradine's,"
said Macklin, putting down his glass and wiping his mouth 


 


2:
The White Queen


 


PARADINE'S, like
Sherry's, has a basement floor, and here, seated at a luncheon table opposite
Macklin, Slane developed the new idea that had come into his head. 


"That boat
of yours," said he. 


"Yes,"
said Macklin. "Two hundred and fifty will buy her as she stands, bar the
trawl and auxiliary engine," 


"Oh, she
has an auxiliary?" 


"And a good
one, too." 


"Well, even
with the engine left out, you are asking too little for that boat." "In
which way?" 


"Two
hundred and fifty— she's worth twenty thousand pounds to you, or ought to be."



"I'm glad
to hear that;" said Macklin. 


"I'm not
joking," replied the other. "I'm dead sure earnest, sure as this
stuff I'm eating is fish. Now tell me, did you ever hear of a ship called the White
Queen? She left Sydney over twelve years ago bound for Batavia, she had a
hundred thousand pounds in specie on board her, the money of a Dutch company. I
don't know the name of the company and I don't want to. The man who gave me the
information knew, but I told him to keep his head closed on that point. It's
enough she sailed with this money on board and was never seen again, neither
she nor her captain nor his child, which he had on board with him. She was
wrecked on the coast of the Northern Territory, driven before the father and
mother of all storms on to a big sandy beach. Swept of everything, she was, and
every soul drowned but one chap— the mate— and the captain's child. 


"The
natives up there are a pretty tough lot. They took this chap and the child
prisoner, but didn't treat them bad. All the same, he wanted to get away, and he
managed to make his escape. He was a year on that business, hunted,-starving,
falling in with natives and bad whites, getting at last,. Heaven, knows how, to
Port Darwin. He was only 28 when he started on that journey, and though it only
lasted a year he said he was 60 when he fetched Port Darwin. Broke he was,
without a cent, with nothing in the world but the knowledge of where the White
Queen was lying in the sand, driven up and lying with her back broken and
her cargo spilled above tide marks. The storm was as bad as that. That bit of
knowledge was his own and worth all the gold that could be recovered from the
hooker. The natives knew nothing and cared nothing for the gold. The cargo was
timber, they cared nothing for that. They took what they could find in the way
of grub and left her to rot." 


"Well, that's
a yarn," said Macklin. "And what did the chap do then?" 


He said that
year's walk was like a blow on the head, but he had intellect enough not to
give the loss of the White Queen away, which would have meant an
expedition setting out right there from Port Darwin to salve the specie. That
was the clutch the gold had on him. If he'd told of the wreck he'd have lost
any chance of getting it for himself; not telling he lost any chance of a job
in his line. He couldn't face the Board of Trade in his own name, see, so he
sunk everything and shipped as greaser on a Java boat, and that did him. He'd
burnt his ships. There he was a certificated mate who couldn't own up, going
about the world with a gold mine in his head, as you may say, but never able to
get anyone to touch it or help him. How could he? He had nothing to show, couldn't
even give the name of the White Queen lest the chap he told would go to
the nearest shipping office and give the show away, claiming a reward on
salvage. Twelve years he floated about when he wasn't starving ashore, and he
died in the Louisades of black water fever, and gave me the whole yarn and
location because I'd been decent to him. 


"There you
are, that's the yarn— and now what about it?" 


"How do you
mean?" 


"How do I
mean? Well, why not take your boat up there, you and I? I came looking for Fergusson,
reckoning he'd help me to fit out an expedition. He's in London, and here I am
with seven pounds in my pocket, and that stuff waiting to be taken up." 


"Twelve
years," said Macklin. "Why, in twelve years the sand will have done
for her, let alone the chance of the stuff having been taken." 


"The chap
told me not. She was beached high and it's not shifting sands, there are no
dunes. Oh, he knew what he was talking of. And it's a place no one goes to— she
might as well be beached in the moon. You know what the Gulf of Carpentaria is."



"Oh, the
Gulf— well maybe." 


"Of course,"
went on Slane, "it's no cert. But it's a big chance." 


"And a
devil of a journey." 


"It's worth
it. That chap would never have let me down. I loaned him money and I made his
end easy. I was with him when he croaked. Oh, it's there all right, I've got it
in my head; it's there, lying, only waiting to be lifted." 


"You said
twenty thousand— and then you said it was a hundred thousand." 


"I said
twenty thousand for you, meaning half shares. There's no use overestimating. A
hundred thousand it was and it's maybe we'd get the lot, but put it at half."



"And you've
only seven pound in your pocket." 


"It'll be
less than that, pretty near nothing, if we start." 


"Sure,"
said Macklin. He fell into thought. 


"Question
is," said Slane, "could you provision that boat of yours and get
hands?" 


"I might,"
said Macklin, "if I was fool enough to go. Hands? There's me, there's you,
there's Jim Dennison, and Sam, a native boy I could get. Four men could run
her. It's none too many, but they could run her." 


He lit a
cigarette and Slane paid the bill. 


"Let's get
out," said Macklin. In the street they turned to the left; Macklin silent
and evidently working things over in his mind. He led the way down a by-street
and into a square where before a big block of buildings he paused. 


"Wait for
me here a moment," said he, "I just want to go in here to ask a
question of a chap." 


He entered the
buildings and Slane waited. He waited ten minutes. Then Macklin came out. 


"Well,"
said he, "that chap didn't lie to you on one point, and records don't lie.
The White Queen, she was a barque of twelve hundred tons, is on the dead
list. Sailed from Sydney Harbor twelve years two months and a day ago, seventh
of November it was, and her record is sunk or lost." 


"You see,"
said Slane. "Did you enquire about the specie?" 


"Lord, no,"
said Macklin. "think I'm a fool. Let's get down to my place." 


 


3:
"Here's Luck!"


 


MACKLIN'S place
was a weatherboarded bungalow of four rooms on the beach of a little pocket of
the Harbor near Farm Cove; there was a chicken run behind it and some nets
hanging to dry on the fence dividing its withered-looking garden from the next
allotment. Anchored a cable-length from the beach were several small craft, and
on the beach itself a dinghy and a four-oared scow, whilst upside down with its
keel to the sun lay a ship's quarter-boat being caulked. The caulker with his
tools and caulking iron beside him was kneeling on a strip of coconut matting
beside the boat. He looked up as they came on to the beach. He had only one
eye. 


"That's
Jim," said Macklin. Then he stood pointing out the small craft at anchor.
The little one, not more than three tons, was the Firefly, owned by one
of the Sydney boys, and no class— thing that you wouldn't dare to take outside
the Heads. The five-tonner farther out was for sale, "if I can get a mug
to J buy her," said Macklin, "which don't' seem likely these dead
times. And now, you see her beyond, that's the boat I was telling you of,
thirty ton, it to go anywhere." 


Slane looked
with approval on the thirty-tonner. She was ketch rigged and graceful without
being weak in line. Macklin, despite what he had discovered as to the
authenticity of the White Queen's fate, had not spoken one word about it
all the way from the town. 


Slane, who did
not want to show undue eagerness, said nothing.


"Fit to go
anywhere," said Macklin. "Jim, get the dinghy down. I want to row
this gentleman over to see the Shark." 


"That's
what you call her," said Slane getting into, the dinghy. "I'd have
chosen a luckier name if I'd been you." 


"Lucky
enough," said Macklin. "It's distinctive and that's what I want There's
two of everything in Sydney Harbor, two Mary Janes, two Dancing Waves,
two Smiling Morns—you can't think of a name for a boat but some fool
copies it or he's got it before you. There ain't two Sharks." 


On board Slane,
who had a keen eye for the business, could not but admire the sit and trim of
everything, nothing new, nothing unsound, no rotten ratlines nor worm-eaten
sticks nor blocks likely to give trouble. He prodded the masts openly with his
knife and Macklin laughed. 


"Cut her to
bits," said he, "and I'll give you a shillin' if you find a bit of
dry rot bigger than my little finger nail. Look at that standing rigging—wish I
could dock her and show you her copper, not a line in it, not a sick nail in
the whole of her, not a stick or string that'll let you down." 


He was not
selling her, it was just enthusiasm. He couldn't help praising her, showing her
good points, gloating over them. This quite genuine obsession was fatal to
Macklin. He had been playing with Slane's idea all the way from the town, it
attracted him. He was in low water and pretty desperate for money. He was a
gambler and adventurer at heart; there was the chance of a fortune. He reckoned
it was ten to one against him, but that was better than the thirty-five to one
of roulette. He reckoned he would be able to raise the fifty pounds or so that
would be required for provisions, and there would be no wages to pay to Jim, or
Sam, the black boy, unless the venture was a success. All the same he had been
holding off. But now, with the deck planking of the Shark beneath his
feet, the thing began to take real hold of him, and the urge to get away from
Sydney and his debts and disabilities became a powerful moving force. 


"Come down,"
said he. He led the way down to the cabin, a plainly furnished place but with
six-foot-two of head room and clean. 


"There you
are," said he. "Not much to look at, but it's all in order. There's a
locker of charts, and the chronometer has no flies in it. Bought those charts
with her and the chronometer, all standing. I bought her from a mug who'd given
eleven hundred and fifty for her. 


"Me, I got
her for next to nix, part cash and part another boat that was simply shouting
to be took away and sunk, more putty than planks in her and a garboard strake
that wasn't what it ought to be— no, sir, it wasn't what it ought to be— and
the chap like a fool took. her out beyond the Heads and he never came back.
That was six months ago, and, of course, it's possible he may come back to pick
up the cash I owed him as part payment. But I don't think it's likely— no, sir,
I don't think it's likely."


"Didn't you
tell him she was rotten," asked Slane, "or give him any warning?"



"Now what
do you think?" said Macklin. "Do you think I'm going to set up as an
advisory board for the direction of darn fools that fancy themselves as yacht buyers.
This chap fancied himself, but I guess he's not fancying himself now." 


For a moment the
instinct came to Slane to clear off and have done with Macklin, this seller of
dud boats to fools, but it passed. There was no one else in his purview, and,
after all, yacht dealing, like horse selling, breeds its own special class. It
was Macklin's work and he was doubtless subdued to it. Then lie said breaking
away from everything and coming to the point:— 


"You haven't
brought me on board here for nothing. Are you proposing to take up my
proposition" 


"Well,"
said Macklin, "it's tickling me, I can't deny that. I'd have to find fifty
pounds worth of provisions, and there's one of the water tanks wants tinkering.
It'd cost me fifty pounds, to say nothing of the loan of the boat, my work, and
finding two for a crew. I'm putting all that into, it, so the share of anything
that comes from it would have to be on something better than a fifty-fifty
basis. I'd want two-thirds, naturally." 


"Then the
thing's off," said Slane. "I'm only prepared to go half with anyone
who comes in. You see, the thing's mine, and I've brought it thousands of miles
to Sydney. No. Half and half, that's my ultimatum." 


They argued on
this matter, Macklin making a great show of indifference, holding out and then
suddenly giving in. 


"Well,"
said he, "have it your way. Half and half, if there's anything at all to
divide: and if there isn't, it's a let up from Sydney. I tell you Sydney's got
on my spine. Grand place if your pockets are full, but if a man's half down on
his knees— lord, look out! I'd give more than half my life to come back with a
big bank roll and show the guys the door when they'd come to borrow or steal
from me— there!" 


His black brows
came together, and going to a locker he took a bottle of whisky and two
glasses, fetched a siphon from a rack and poured. As Slane took his glass a
feeling came to him again all of a. sudden urging him to turn down the whole
of  this business as far as Macklin was concerned. Maybe it was caused by the
look on Macklin's face as he spoke of the Sydneyites, maybe it was just
reasonless. It passed. 


"Here's
luck," said he, lifting the glass. 


"Luck and
bags of money," said Macklin. 


They drank. 


 


4:
Out


 


IT TOOK them a
week, getting things together. Slane fetched his bag from the room he had hired
and put up at Macklin s bungalow to save expense. It was a frankly noxious
place, the residence of a man who had never cared for the finer amenities of
life and to whom stress of circumstances was denying the grosser. The cheaply
papered walls were destitute of bookshelf or pictures, old fishing gear
lumbered a corner of the sitting room, cooking was done anyhow, and meals
served anyhow by Sam, the black boy.


Jim kept on
board the Shark, doing his own cooking, a one-eyed, taciturn,
tobacco-chewing individual, always busy and answering in monosyllables when
spoken to. Slane could understand Jim— he'd met the sort before— but Sam was a
new proposition. He looked like a golliwog, he was old, how old it would he
impossible to say. He hailed from up north, and he was always chattering, chattering
in a high treble and in a tongue which sounded like the language of the
golliwogs, but which Macklin understood. He could talk English, but the English
talked by Sam was of a special brand and only used in reply to direct
questions. He was quite unlike any colored man that Slane had ever met, and he
said so to Macklin. 


"That chap,"
said Macklin, "he ain't a man, he's a thing I picked up. He's a Cape
Yorker got down to Trinity Bay somehow or another. I was there with Anderson— you
don't remember Anderson— and I picked him up as you might a monkey. Useful chap
to have, no good as a witness. Get that chap in a law court and try to pump him
in English and see how much you'll get out of him. Sam! Hi, there! Sam!" 


"Hay, yay,
yay!" came Sam's voice in answer, from the kitchen place at the back,
followed by the apparition of Sam himself, a half-plucked chicken in his hand. 


"What you
doing with that chicken, Sam?" 


"Yow vow,
woolooma-yayainalayanala—" 


"Shut up
and talk in English." 


"Angish,
Angish, ya, kicken, kicken come, kicken cookum fethers, no come cookum fethers,
ha, ha! No good cookum fethers. Sam mak' fire to cookum kicken, Sam mak' fire, stick
burn, smoke come, Sam blow, kicken say Sam cookum, say, dam bam you cookum, Sam
say how can I cookum—"


"Oh, get
out!" said Macklin. "That's him," said he as the chicken cooker
vanished back to the kitchen. "As good to any gentleman in trouble as an
alibi, a servant like that. He ain't likely to give much away either if we
raise that gold. Jim's pretty much the same, he's not built by Nature to talk,
and more than that, it's not to his interest to go against mine. He's on the
wrong side of the law himself, and he knows I know, not that I'd use it against
him. But there you are— it's not to his interest to talk and give away things."



It was only now
that a point they had not y et discussed arose between them. 


"Suppose,"
said Slane, "we have the biggest luck and hive the whole of this stuff. I
don't suppose we will— but let's say even that we get eighty thousand out of
it; how are we to deal with it?" 


"It's specie,"
said Macklin. "Bars would be different. Oh, it's easy. It would take a
little time, that's all. If you want to be absolutely free of bother, you'd
have to bank it a bit at a time. You leave all that to me. I'm not worrying
about that, let's get the stuff first."


The stores from
Applin's, got either for cash or on credit, Slane could not discover which, were
stowed by the day before that on which they had fixed for their departure, a
blue, blazing day heralded by a mist that rolled away before a full-bodied
sailing wind, a wind that Aeolus might have prepared for them by special
command of the God of Adventure. 


Just Macklin's
old fishing ketch putting-out; no one bothered even to turn his head. The shore
slipped behind and the main boom tugged at its sheet. Macklin at the wheel
stood without a word, his eye ever wandering to the luff of the sail, and Slane
standing by him looked across the bay back towards the city and then forward to
the sea.


Two things
seemed sure to him either that he would never return, or that he would return
no longer a penniless wanderer, but a man sure of the future, his pockets
filled with gold.


Outside and
beyond the Heads the strengthening wind, fresh with the breath of four thousand
miles of ocean, filled the sails, whilst the Shark, lying over to it,
boosted the blue Pacific swell from her bow, whilst the wind sang in the
rigging the tune of the loneliness and desolation of the sea. 


 


5:
The Loneliest Beach In The World


 


IT WAS two hours
after sunrise and the hot wind that had blown all night under the great
southern stars had fallen to a breathing only just sufficient to give steerage
way to the Shark. The rising sun had filled the world with haze. Ahead,
astern, to and starboard, haze, making a -port vast , ring, a circle of gauze
in whose centre the little Shark moved, steering east sou'-east before the three
knot breeze. They were nearing the spot, drawing close to the tiny mark on the
chart that the latitude and longitude given to Slane by the mate of the White
Queen had enabled them to make. A vast distance away lay Sydney, the point
from which they had started, and, unless their reckonings were wrong, only a
few miles now divided them from the place they had designed to reach. 


Macklin was at
the wheel, and Jim, forward, was casting the lead, while Slane, by the
starboard rail by Macklin, was looking overside into the clear water where
weeds showed floating now and then, weeds green or gaily coloured, long ropes
of fucus, and occasionally a jelly-fish globed and gleaming,  turning over as
it drifted and vanishing as if dissolved.


"Hark at
that," said Macklin.


A far-off
chanting sound was coming against the breeze. Now it died out, now rose again. 


"Gulls!  We're
right on the coast. Cuss this smother!" 


"It's
liftin'!" cried Jim from for'ard. "Wind's changed a point; the gulls are
puttin' out." 


They were. Away
overhead Slane could see them flying against the clearing sky, the sun had
increased in brilliancy, and now, as if at the lifting of a curtain, a pale
line showed ahead— the coast. 


Beach and
strange-looking little perky hills, like the hills of elf-land, trees and far
mountains and desolation, the coast unveiled of mist lay before them. Slane
swept it with his glass. He could see nothing of the sign he was looking, for. 


"Keep her
as she goes," said he to Macklin. "Get a bit closer and then turn her
south. It'll be south of here." 


"If it's
here at all," said Macklin. 


"It's here,"
said Slane. 


Closer in,
Macklin shifted the helm, and the Shark, heeling to the wind that had
strengthened to a six-knot breeze, held south. Gulls raced them and wheeled
away on the wind, the sea on the desolate beach, sent its voice out to greet
them, and the dun-colored elf-like hills shifted, and chained, passing north,
only to give place to others of their kind, but never a sign of life, or
indication of man's existence. 


Slane had gone
forward with the glass. An hour passed, then suddenly he came aft, took the wheel
from Macklin, and handed him the glass. Macklin looked. 


Away south, on
the beach edge, and with the sea creaming at its foot, stood a rock, a vast
rock sharp-pointed, like the spire of a church. 


It was the sign
given by the master of the White Queen to Slane with the latitude and longitude
of the spot. 


To south, not a
mile away from it the remains of the ship would be lying, unless earthquake or some
unimaginable storm had destroyed them, and with it the remains, of the gold.
Macklin hung silent for a moment with the glass to his eye, then, lip began to
laugh in a crazy sort of way. He had flushed up under his tan; he moved off
unsteady on his feet and, still gazing, kept shouting back to Slane, "There
she is, there she is!" cried Macklin. "Lord love a duck, there she
is, sure! Crack on, wind! Blow, you blighter, an' send us along! Gold, bags of
gold, and all for the taking!" 


He stopped,
wiped his face, and stood for a moment glass in hand, like a creature dazed. 


"Steady,"
said Slane. 
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The Girl With The Blow-Gun.


 


IT WAS GOOD holding
ground by the rock according to the sailing directions and in twenty fathom
water and two cable lengths from the creaming beach, the anchor fell. 


Leaving Jim to
keep ship, and taking Sam with them, Slane and Macklin put ashore in the boat,
beaching a few yards from the great rock that showed, no close to it, riddled
with holes and whitened by the droppings of the sea birds. 


Away to the
southward ran the beach, showing nothing of ship or wreck, whilst inland the little
broken hills stood as though watching them; a bird like a hawk passed them
clanging down the wind, vanished and left silence unbroken but for the
monotonous murmur of the sea. 


"She'll
have sunk in the sand," said Macklin, shading his eyes. "She wouldn't
show at this distance— a mile you said it was from here."


 "Yes,"
said Slane, "but look." He pointed towards the little hills where,
less than a quarter of a mile away,  a figure had suddenly appeared, black, motionless,
and evidently observing them. Then from the broken ground came another and
another, forming a group that stood without movement. 


"Natives,"
said Slane. 


"Looks like
it, said Macklin. "See, there's more of them!"


The hills were
giving up men, it was like watching ants swarming, then as though taking
courage with numbers they began to move towards the beach. Macklin spoke to
Sam, who replied in the language of the Golliwogs. 


"He says he
thinks they're friendly," interpreted Macklin. "All these tribes up
north are pretty well linked, and Sam's people were born up here, and he was
bred pretty close to this place. He'll talk to them, but keep your revolver
handy all the same." 


But there was no
need for the second-hand revolvers costing two pounds seventeen and six, they
had bought of Trent's in Market Street. 


Sam, with the
precautionary slowness of a dog approaching another dog, came towards the
fellows who were advancing; then, suddenly, as though the tension had snapped,
he was one of them, fraternising with them and pointing to the white men and
the ship. 


"Lord, but
they are an ugly lot!" said Slane. He was right. Up here north you find
the proximity of the New Hebrides, and amongst the people tribes in which the
Melanesian element is strongly marked. These men were undersized, squat-nosed,
marked with old scars, an ugly lot, as Slane had said, but not a fighting
tribe— the most dangerous savages have often the finest physical attributes,
these undersized men had nothing about them to show either the presence of
daring or courage; the women who had accompanied them were the same in type— all
but one, a girl. 


A girl clad like
the other women in a yard or two of the stuff that looked like cotton, a girl,
young, straight as a dart and quite different from the rest. Her hair, not
woolly like that of the others, was straight and dark and drawn back by what
looked like a loop of vine tendril, her skin was honey-colored, with no
suggestion of soot, an her nose was bridged. The noses of the others looked as
though smashed by a blow. 


She stood, her
eyes wandering from the newcomers to their ship, whilst Macklin entered into
parley with the men by means of Sam; most of the women, their hands on their
breasts or holding children by the hand, kept their eyes fixed on Macklin, but
the girl's wild wandering gaze ranged everywhere, from the ship to the boat on
the beach and from the boat to Slane, and from Slane to Macklin; and as Slane
watched her, the assurance came to him that this girl was no freak of Nature,
but a European. 


She could not
have been more than fifteen or sixteen; in her hand she held a long rod,
polished and of a dark brown color. Several of the others held these rods but
none of the women, with the exception of the girl. 


"Those
things are blow-guns," said Macklin. "Sam says the chaps are friendly—
he's digging into them now, about the ship." 


Slane, whilst
Sam jabbered, looked again at the girl; she had turned aside a bit and her
profile showed outlined against the distant hills. It was a delicate profile,
clear cut, graceful as the head, extraordinary in contrast with the faces
around. She had turned her head to fix her eyes on Sam. 


"Yes,"
said Macklin, translating Sam's report. "White men have been, a great wind
brought them more  rains ago than any can remember. They were all killed by the
wind and the great canoe was on the beach. It lay long on the beach, then it
flew up into the sky. There are pieces of it still on the beach. Dash, what can
be the meaning of that— what are the beggars driving at?" 


"Lord knows,"
said Slane. "We'd better go along down the beach and see— it's the ship
right enough. But, see here, Mack, how about that girl? She's no native." 


"Oh, curse
the girl," said Macklin, who seemed disturbed and put out. "Let's
hike along and see what the fools mean." 


"A moment,"
said Slane, turning to Sam. "That girl, tall girl, not same, where from,
what name?" 


Sam rolled his
goggle eyes and then the questions and answers flew in a sound like the
chattering of apes. Then Sam spoke up. 


"Kiwik he
wind call brought girl, Kiwik blow small, blow big, blow darn big, Kiwik de
girl call, ship come, girl come." 


"He means
she came in that ship and they've called her by the name of the wind that
brought it— Kiwik or whatever it is— Sam! Girl name Kiwik?" 


"Yaw,"
said Sam. "Kiwik name girl." 


The girl,
hearing her name, turned her eyes on them, her lips had fallen a bit apart and
she spoke a word to the woman beside her; the woman's face split in a grin. It
came suddenly in a weird way to Slane that this girl was possibly the child
mentioned by the mate, the child of the captain of the long-lost White Queen,
that she had become absolutely part and parcel with these natives, that she
knew nothing of her ancestry, and to cap all she was criticising himself and
Macklin and their whole outfit adversely. Her face had not altered in expression
but whatever she had said had aroused laughter in the breast of the woman
beside her. 


Macklin noticed
nothing of this. He had already turned south, and followed by Sam and Slane,
and, at a little distance, by the whole crowd of black-fellows and their women,
he led the way along the hard sand of the beach. 


The tide was
out. The tide here casts ashore weed and fish of the strangest form, for in
this part of the Gulf of Carpentaria the land of the tropics seems to have
joined with the hand of fantasy in forming not only the creatures of the deep
but the configuration of the shore. 


This great
stretch of beach on which they were walking goes, on one or two of the old
maps— maps as old as Gregory's expedition of 1856— by the name of Dead Man's
Bay. It is not really a bay, the curve in it is less than the curve of the new
moon. It is a fifty mile beach, and for fifty miles you can tread the same sand
unbroken by any outjet of rock save the sharp spire off which the Shark
had anchored. 


Fifty miles, and
in the course of that walk, if you ever take it, beware of two things— the
dusk, which is the hour for the great decapods, and the dark streaks, always
running at right angles to the sea edge and which disclose the proximity of
quicksands. But there are no quicksands between the spire rock and the place
for where they were making, the sand is firm as a road just on the sea edge,
and they had not gone far before through the shimmer of the beach, they noticed
something ahead, something that might have been a wind ridge yet the sight of
which set Slane's heart thumping. 


Yes, it was a
hump of the sands, a barrow, and now closer one could see that this was no
natural feature of the beach, nothing in the nature of a ridge of rock or a
dune, for at Dead Man's Bay there are no sand dunes, simply because there is no
bent grass for the dunes to form on. 


Now, close up,
it was plain that what they were facing was the grave of a ship. A great joist
of wood with a rusted iron bolt protruding from it showed sticking from the sea
end of this ship barrow, and a ship's rib lay at the side of it like the bone
of some vast beast. 


"Gosh, she's
hidden!" cried Macklin, as he stood with his foot on the rib and his eyes
cast over the vast grave. "Masts gone— no spars " His eye caught
sight of something at a distance. He made for it and came back. "Looks
like the stump of a mast. Seems to me there has been something else but wind to
leave her like this—looks like a blow up. These chaps say she flew up into the
sky. Well, that's what she would have done. Question is, had she powder on
board and where was it stowed? If it was stowed aft and these darn fools set it
alight, we're done for, for the gold would have been stored aft. Well, we've
got to dig. The proposition brings itself down to that— just dig and know the
limits. A plot, length of mizzen mast from stern, breadth of ship. If the gold
isn't under that piece of sand then it's gone galley west. Sky high."


"Looks like
it," said Slane. When do you propose to start digging?"


"I reckon
we to aren't rushed for time. To-morrow morning, bright and early, if the
weather holds good, for old man Weather is a partner in this contract. Lucky we've
struck the fine season. It's a hundred to one that there won't be a change of wind
for a month— fair and steady does it." 


"We'll have
done the trick or failed by then," said Slane. 


"Let's get
back." 


This girl was
interesting Slane more now than the gold. She was an immediate and visible
interest. Whilst they had stood by the grave of the ship, and whilst he had
been listening to Macklin, his eyes had fallen on her again. She was standing,
the blow-gun in her hand, by the side of the same woman with whom he had seen
her at first, but her attitude seemed changed, the something almost vaguely
hostile— at least critical— seemed vanished, and Slane fancied that her eyes
were seeking him more than Macklin; he was the younger man, of course, and the
taller— all the same it came to him that he and the girl had suddenly become in
some mysterious way en rapport. 


Perhaps if she
were indeed the daughter of the White Queen's captain, her subconscious
mind contained knowledge of the fact of the wreck and her own position, and was
attempting to greet this man who had the same knowledge in his subconscious
mind. However that may be, the thing was there, the something sure that tells a
man a girl is bending towards him, or a girl that a man's mind is hers. He left
it at that. Never once on the way back did he turn to look at her. 


Then, when they
reached the boat, he found to his disappointment that the crowd had split, part
of it drifting back to the hills and she with it. It did not matter. He would
be sure to see her on the morrow, or, indeed, at any time he chose to get Sam
to lead him to the village amongst the hills, and getting into the boat they
put back to the ship.


Aboard that
night and down in the cabin, he spoke of her to Macklin before turning in. 


"It'd be a
rum thing if that girl turns out to be the cap's daughter," said he. "What
was his name?" 


"I don't
know," said Macklin, "and I don't care. If she s the cap s daughter,
she's gone native— ain't much to look at, anyway." 


Kitiwik, the
strange name born of the west wind, seemed born for her— and as he turned in
and was dozing off the crying of the gulls coming over the darkening sea mixed
itself with the murmur of the beach. They seemed to be calling the name: 


"Kitiwik— Kitiwik—
Kitiwik!!" 
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THE GOD of
Hidden Treasure lives in the imagination of Man. It is his chief playground and
workshop. His other name is Illusion. As a matter of fact people don't find
treasure that other people have buried, chiefly because people don't bury
treasure for other people to find. If they ever do such a thing, they make a
tight secret of it; they don't draw charts, marking the position of the spot. 


But the treasure
of the White Queen was a different business. The proposition was a
reasonable matter, else Macklin would not have taken it up.


The White
Queen had the gold on board of her, she had been driven ashore on a beach
to which no one ever came, the sole survivor of the crew had carried the secret
in his head unable to use it, and his story was confirmed, for here indeed was
the ship, or what remained of her. 


But, as Macklin
stood this morning, his foot on the projecting balk of timber and his eyes on
the great long  dune of sand that formed the grave; of the White Queen, he
found himself confronted with the spirit of mischance that ever follows the
gold, seeker. Sand held the remains of the wreck. Reckoning on this, they had
brought shovels, but it was not till now with the work about to begin that the
extent of the labor involved became definite.  All aft of a line drawn across
the supposed position of the mizzen mast the sand had to be cleared away and the
trench sunk so as to explore the cabin and its contents. They could not tell whether,
if any explosion had occurred, it had involved the after or fore or mid section
of the ship, the sand hinted nothing of that; they could not tell whether she
was lying with her stern to the sea, which was the more probable position, or
her bow to the sea; the mound indicated nothing of that; they had to take the
more probable of the two positions and trust to luck. 


They had brought
ashore, along with the shovels, a tent and provisions and water for the day,
leaving Sam to keep ship. Macklin was the first to pick up a shovel; followed
by Slane he began the attack, Jim raising the tent and getting into the shade
of it when it was up. It was impossible to work in two shifts with only three
men, so they had to work just as they could, knocking off when exhausted, and
then the rested man coming in and doing a bit on his own, it was like a machine
of four wheels with one wheel wanting, yet it went. 


A breeze from
the sea tempered the heat of the sun and the gulls flew and cried above them as
if inspecting and making comments on this strange business that had invaded the
beach; and now from the unseen village amidst the little hills people began to
trickle in twos and threes, coming down towards the sea edge and then along the
sands towards the working party. 


Slane paused for
a moment to watch them come, he was looking for the girl, but there was no sign
of her, then he went on with his work, lifting and flinging the sand aside and
following with his spade the line of a great beam they had exposed. 


"Say,"
said Macklin, suddenly knocking off and resting on his shovel,  "I've got
an idea. Look at these chaps coming up, what's wrong with getting help from
them?" 


"How are
you going to pay them if they did take it on?" asked Slane. 


The yacht coper,
who had not spent twenty years for nothing in Sydney turning men's ignorance
and acquisitiveness into money, did not reply for a moment, his eyes fixed on
the oncomers. Then he spoke: 


"There's
that dollar box of beads— I took it along thinking it might be useful among the
women if ever we got stranded. Question is, would; these bucks smell at them?
Notice; some of them have got shell necklaces— we'll see. Get on with the; work
and leave it to me to do the canoodling. They're friendly; not one of them's
got a blow-gun." 


He was right.
The men from amidst the little hills were out for pleasure There was no
antagonism against the white men simply because in all the years white men had
never antagonised them. More than half the dangerousness of savage tribes is
caused by the recollection of white brutality; these, people had never been
brutalised, a fortunate fact for Macklin and his companions. They ranged
themselves round and stood watching what the white men were doing, and when
Macklin, laughing, handed one of them his shovel, showing him how to use it,
the man fell in with the business at once. He had evidently never seen a shovel
before. It was like giving a child a spade and telling .how to use it on the
sands of a beach. 


"Look at
him!" cried Macklin to Slane. "Look at the grin on him; I reckon
shovellin' sand comes natural to folk same as it comes to kids; all she same, hike
off for that box of beads;  it's in the starboard for'ard locker with the
cigars— don't be long." 


Slane started.
They had come ashore in the dinghy so he had no difficulty m pushing off; when
he got back to the beach with what had been sent for, he found that more people
were beginning to trickle down from the village, and among them the girl. She
had the blowgun with her, all the others were unarmed. 


As they
approached Slane they fell gradually behind the girl, making her their leader,
just as ducks automatically choose a leader in flight. Slane nodded to the girl
and she raised the hand holding the blow-gun with a curious movement as if in
acknowledgment, then walking beside him they came back towards the wreck, the
others following behind, 


It was a curious
position, walking along a beach with a girl, presumably British, who could
neither speak English nor imagine Europe, for whom there was nothing but the
waters of the Gulf of Carpentaria and the wilds of Dead Mans Bay, to whom he
and his companions were no doubt savages of a new sort.


He talked to her
as they went, Slane had a vein of humor in his make-up, and this was not the first
time that he had talked and joked a person incapable of understanding a word he
said. She replied, at least she talked back, for there is nothing with an
articulate tongue that will not talk back if you talk to it.


Slane, who was
as different from Macklin as verse from prose, had been thinking a lot about
this girl, how far had she gone from civilisation— would she ever be able to
return? This strange conversation on their way back to the week did not bring
any hint of a favorable answer to these questions, the tone of her voice was
unvarying and for that reason seemed rather hard. There were evidently no soft
pockets in the mind of which it was the index, then, again, when the absurdity
of this conversation took him once or twice, and his voice took on the laughing
tone, she did not respond to it. It was quite evident that the mind of the
girl, leaving aside what earliest recollections there might be, there was
nothing but the sea and the rocks and the weather and the wind, the small
doings of the tribe she had lived with, the rainy seasons that marked the
years. 


Quite evident
that if she were brought back to civilisation her mind would have to be
rebuilt, also it was evident they would have to bring her back; Macklin had not
thought of this. It was not sentiment that would force Macklin to bring her
back, even if he accepted the idea, it was a question of Australia. Australia,
if it discovered the matter, would tear any man to pieces guilty of leaving a
white woman to her fate. As for Slane, the thing had been clear with him from
the first— so clear that he had not troubled to speak of it to his companion. 


Then as they
were drawing close to the wreck, the first passage of speech flashed between
them, "Kitiwik," -said Slane, suddenly picking up the name, so to
speak, and flinging it at her to see what she would reply. Kit-wick," she
returned, pointing to her breast, then pointing to him. 


"Jack,"
said he, giving his Christian name. 


"Jack,"
she managed it easily and perfectly, and the effect on Slane's mind of hearing
his name uttered so was magical. 


A man's
Christian name is part of his entity as well as being something that only
relations and close friends may use. Using it she had pulled herself miles
closer to him across the unchartered sea of savagery that divided them. 


Without any
doubt it was the same with her, though in a lesser degree. Calling her by her
name, he had drawn himself closer to her than Macklin or any of the others.


When they
reached the grave of the White Queen he found that Macklin's idea was
bearing fine fruit.  These native gentlemen of Dead Man's Bay had evidently
never seen a shovel before nor a spade. Birds, fruit, and fish caught off the
Spire Rock, together with small animals, from the maquis and woods formed their
dietary. They had never been forced to dig for their living, neither had their
ancestors, so that the idea of shovelling sand was entirely a new one, and they
shovelled one against another under the subtle direction of Macklin. 


They evidently
guessed that the reason of the shovelling was to uncover the timbers of the
ship, for they paused in the work to point to a second great beam that was
coming to light. This beam was lying almost at right angles to the first one
and the position of it made Macklin swear. There must have been an explosion to
fling the timbers about like this, and when a few minutes later the fellows
turned up a section of the ship's wheel this opinion was confirmed, also the
piece of wood went to prove that this was indeed the stern end of the ship. 


So he had now
evidence highly presumptive that there had been an explosion and that the
explosion had occurred in the after part of the ship. He knew for certain that
the boxes of gold would be stowed in the after part under charge of the
after-guard, and as he stood contemplating all these things his brow darkened.
It was ten to one the gold had , been "distributed" by the explosion,
sent flying Heaven knows where like the shot of a fired cartridge. 


It was bitter to
think that all their labors were to end like this. He saw again the tremendous
voyage, Sydney and Port Macquarie, Cape Byron, Danger Point, Great Sandy
Island, and then out and away beyond the Barrier Reef past Flinders Reef and
Holmes; the mountains of Cape York Peninsula, and the route that Kennedy first
trod in 1848, Cape York and Torres Straits— the Gulf, this. Thousands of miles,
vast labors, ending in sand and disillusionment. 


Slane had also
taken in the facts of the case, but he was different from Macklin— the thought
of failure raised nothing evil in him. If they failed they failed; the thing
was a gamble, anyway, and it was only one more jolt on the road to riches, for
that he would, succeed in the end, even if he failed here, was a fact of which
Slane had no doubt at all. Your millionaire is generally made like that. 


It never
occurred to him that if they failed, the position as regards the girl would be
a very difficult one. Leaving the difficulty of getting her away from the tribe
aside, there would be the problem of what to do with her should she be brought
back to Sydney. Without money, what could he do with her, except hand her over
to the Government? He did not want to do that. 


As he stood
there by Macklin, watching a new batch of niggers making the sand fly, his eyes
rested on the girl who was standing nearly opposite to him. No, he did not want
to do that. She was something he had found. He did not want to hand her over to
the State or to the care of anyone else. He was thinking this when she turned
her eyes towards him and looked at him. Their eyes met. It was the girl's gaze
that after a moment faltered a bit and fell, whilst her lips parted again in
that curious way as though they were dumbly asking a question. It was as though
she were asking herself: "What is this—what has he said to me?"


 


8:
The Shot Bird.


 


THAT NIGHT, back
in the cabin of the Shark after a heavy day's work in which most of the
work had been done by the free labor of Dead Man's Bay, Slane got Macklin on
the subject of the girl. 


"What I can't
understand," said Slane, "is why she's not married to one of those
bucks. What's prevented her? Sam told you all those women with the hide
bracelet things one were married; she hasn't got one besides she doesn't look
it, and there was no chap with her. What's the secret?" 


Macklin called
Sam from the galley and asked him. When the jabbering had ceased, he translated.



"Sam says
there's not a man in the tribe would touch her, first because the wind brought
her, and second because she's too ugly." 


"Good lord!"
said Slane. "Too ugly! Why, she's a little beauty— I mean— too ugly, why,
what are those hairy apes thinking about?" 


"She ain't
their style," said Macklin. "You notice those women aren't five foot;
and look how they're built. It's like ships. I've seen a Chinaman he was a junk
builder— turn up his nose at a yacht. It's the same here. On top of that there's
the fact that it'd be unlucky to have anything to do with her. As a matter of
fact, it seems to me from what I can find, she'd be hove out of the tribe only
it would be unlucky and an insult to the wind. They just tolerate her and that's
about all." 


Macklin put the
box of beads away before turning in. The Dead Man's Bayites had developed such
a deep and genuine enthusiasm for this new game of digging that he had not
shown a bead, much less parted with one.. 


During the days
that followed Slane almost forgot the gold and the search for it; something
that was more important to youth than gold had taken possession of him.
Kitiwik. Up to this, women had possessed little power over him, but this girl
who had suddenly appeared in his life as if at the raising of a curtain was
something new. Strange as the beach on which she stood, blow-gun in hand and backed
by the desolate little hills, her very story had a fascination for him, a
fascination that had contracted around herself. 


On the beach,
either by the wreck or by the boat landing place, he was always looking for her
and she was always there; she haunted the beach these days. Mixing with the
others, but apart from them. Slane, looking up, would meet her eyes resting
upon him. It was as though they had found one another. Already and without a
word there was a vague mutual understanding between them, an understanding that
was to develop suddenly and surprisingly and with a result tremendous in more
ways than one.


One day,
returning by himself from the wreck to the boat landing place, she joined him.
It was the first time that they had been absolutely and completely alone.
Behind them was the working party out of earshot, above them the sky and the
gulls, before them desolation, with the Shark floating out on the blue
water. She had joined him boldly; said, in fact, without speech, "I want
to walk with you," made the first advance, and Slane, after the fashion of
man who in love is the hunted animal, was for a moment a bit daunted. 


Then he began to
talk to her. 


"Why are
you always carrying that thing?" asked Slane. touching the blow-gun. He
spoke half laughing at asking a question she could not possibly, understand. 


She replied in
three or four words all run together and sounding like one, then she halted and
glanced up at the sky. A great bird of ocean was coming along on the wind; she
waited till it was nearly overhead then she raised the long tube to her lips. 


The bird fell
like a stone on to the sands. Slane came to it. It moved its wings once, then
lay dead and stiff. Kitiwik knelt down and, dividing the feathers, showed him the
tiny dart sticking in the base of the neck. Then she rose up. 


The terrible
poison with which the dart had been tipped had done its work as efficiently as
a thunderbolt. She evidently fancied that the question he had put was as to the
use of the gun. She had shown him. Slane looked at the dead bird and at the
girl who had slain it so pitilessly and to whom life was evidently nothing. 


The act, without
decreasing the strange fascination she had for him, seemed to remove her
further, to increase the distance already existing between her and
civilisation. 


But Kitiwik knew
nothing of this. Her mind, having dismissed the question of the use of the gun,
was engaged in formulating a question of its own. She pointed to Slane, to the
ship and to the working party, uttering a few words that required no
translation. She was most evidently asking,  "Why have you come here? What
do you want? What are they doing?" 


Slane, guessing
her meaning, did something stupid but absolutely natural. He had the sovereign
in his pocket and he took it out and showed it to her. 


"That's
what we've come for!" said Slane. "Gold!" 


Kitiwik looked
at the coin. Her lips fell apart. She looked at Slane, then back at the coin,
and on her, face came a new expression of amazement and wonder. She took it
from him and turned it about and pointed to the head upon it. Then she laughed.
It was the first time he had seen her laugh, perhaps the first time she had
ever laughed as we do. 


She pointed to
the coin, to him, and then to herself, seeming to indicate some bond between
the three of them. Then she turned and motioned him to follow her, making
towards the little hills to the right of the hidden village. She had not given
back the coin; she held it clasped in her left hand, the blow-gun in her right.
Once she stopped and looked away towards the distant working party, party, back
towards the ship and to the left along the desolate beach. Then she resumed her
way apparently satisfied that they were not watched or, followed.  
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THESE hills,
hive-shaped or broken, made of sandstone, are collectively,   one of the
strangest freaks of nature.  Amidst them the air is full of echoes, and a call
produces the most surprising answers.  Here in the sheltered heat are to be
found reptiles and insects, lizards like small iguanas, and scorpions like crabs,
sandhoppers that glitter as though burnished, hateful little serpents,
inter-colored, as if calcined by the heat. 


Kitiwik walked
warily. This place was the chemical laboratory that produced the poison for the
blow-gun darts, and the chemists assistants were not to trodden on with
impunity. At the base of one of the little hills where the sandstone showed a
cliff some ten feet high, she stopped.


The sandstone
had a slash upon it, a diagonal score an inch deep, that might have been
produced by accident or design; it ended a few inches above the ground, and
here Kitiwik, falling on her knees, began to scrape the sand away, revealing
the rim of a pot-hole in the stone, a tiny cave, a pocket that held her
treasure. He knew it almost before she began to dig, and when the brown hand
came out filled with brass-yellow Australian sovereigns he was scarcely
surprised. 


Stunned, sandbagged
by joy, he knelt beside her whilst pointing to the coins that she had flung on
the sand; she indicated the little heads upon them, the little heads that had
doubtless formed their fascination for her, that had stirred who knows what in
her subliminal mind, making them her chief possession, her treasured toys, her
secret.


Whether she had
found them and cached them secretly or whether she had found the cache made by
someone else, who could say? Had the explosion that had evidently occurred in
the wreck been caused by men who had landed to hunt tor the treasure? Had they
cached it and fought and killed each other or been killed? Who could say or find
out in this land where Time had neither years nor weeks nor months, where the
speech of man could scarcely be called language, where memory scarcely troubled
to pierce the veil of yesterday. 


Slane, thrusting
his hand into the cache, felt the coins hard stacked, high reaching, divided
here and there as if by little partitions. He broke off a piece of one of these
partitions and drew it out; it was wood, crumbling wood. Evidently the stuff
had been cached in its boxes, but not in its entirety. Instinct told him that
of the vast sum carried by the White Queen only a part could be here.
How much or how little it would be impossible to say as yet. He drew back on
his heels, and the girl pointed to the cache, to him and to the coin he had
given her and which she still held in her hand. The treasure had evidently no
meaning to her as treasure, or only in the sense of children's riches, that
counts queerly marked leaves more valuable than five-pound notes.


One can fancy
her cherishing this hoard of yellow pieces, each showing the picture of a head,
visiting it, forgetting it, remembering it again, and then her surprise when
Slane, this being from nowhere, produced one of them from his pocket. This
being from nowhere who had cast around her the spell of manhood.


She seemed
trying to tell him of the bond that connected the cache with the coin in his
hand, himself and herself. Slane found a shorter way. He put his arm round her
warm body, then as her head turned to him his other arm went around her neck.
He was holding her like this when a call came through the warm air broken by
the echoes: "Slane!" 


Macklin had
noticed Slane and the girl as they stood, she with the blowgun raised against
the oncoming gull; he had seen the gull fall; he had seen the girl pointing to
the hills and the pair of them turning in that direction. What else might she
be going to shoot or what game might lurk amidst those desolate hills. He saw
them vanish, and having nothing do he followed them. Lost amidst the maze of
the little hills he could not find them; he turned a bit north, then south.
Then he called out. 


Ten or fifteen
seconds passed before the answer came; he followed it and found Slane. The girl
had vanished. Slane looked flushed, his eyes were strangely bright, he seemed
disturbed, one might have fancied him fresh from some quarrel. 


"Why, where's
the girl?" said Macklin. Then he saw the hole of the cache: 


"Hallo!"



"That's the
gold," said Slane, "part of it. She brought me here to show me it Get
down and look." 


Macklin wanted
no invitation. Down on his knees with his big, coarse hands filled with
sovereigns he said no word; at the sight of the spire rock he had shouted with
excitement, but here on the treasure he was dumb.  


He cleared the
sand away from the sides of the hole, he probed and measured, he looked like a
plumber at work or a scavenger clearing a drain. Then he rose and wiped his
brow with his arm.    


"Well, this
gets me, said he. "Our digging there and it here." He paused.  "
But it ain't all here. Look at the size of that hole— didn't she show where any
of the rest is hid?" 


"No,"
said he, "there's no more or else she'd have shown me."


Macklin
considered darkly for moment. Dark and evil he looked as he stood, his eyes
travelling here and there over the sand as though were following something
running about on it.  


"None on
the hooker," said he at last. "We've got deep enough to know the
stern's been near blown out of her. There's been chaps here."  


"So I
should think," said Slane. 


"There's
been chaps here and they've hived the stuff— made this cache as sure as I didn't.
They've took away as much they could deal with and left this to come back for—
question is, when? No use in asking Sam, these monkeys ashore here can't give
any indication. The question is, when are they coming back— we haven't arms to
fight a raft full of that sort— there ain't more than five thousand quid here,
maybe more, maybe eight—maybe less. Well, there it is." 


He strode up and
down, his hands behind his back. He seemed to have forgotten Slane. Full of
black anger and perplexity, everything in the whole world seemed to have
vanished from his mind but the gold, the paucity of the treasure, and the
question as to when the supposed hivers of it might return, Then he got down on
his knees and began replacing the sand to hide the entrance of the cache. 


"We've got
to come here to-night and lift it," said he. "If here's another cache
Heaven knows where it may be if the girl don't.  It's not much but it's
something, and the sooner we bunk from this place the better. We can water
before dark from that stream running down from the village , get the stuff on
board before sunrise and pick up the hook when it's safe aboard." 


"How about
the girl?" 


"Which
girl? Oh, she— what about her?" 


"I'm not
going to leave her here." 


"What's
wrong with leaving her here?" 


"She's a
white woman for one thing —most likely the daughter of the captain of that
hooker. I'm going to take her whether or no." 


Macklin, who had
risen to his feet, seemed to turn the matter in his mind for a moment. 


"Then take
her," said he. "I'm making no objection." 


He turned away
from the cache, having noted the long score mark on the sandstone, then he
proceeded to take bearings so that there would be no difficulty in finding the
place when the moon was up. It was quite simple, a hundred yards brought them
to the beach sand, the two little hills that guarded the exit were distinctive.
one truncated, as if with the slash of a knife, the other with double hump. He
turned twice to note this, then he led the way back to the wreck. He was
absolutely ignorant of the passion that existed between Slane and the girl, and
that ignorance was to be Macklin's undoing. 


At the wreck
they did not interfere ! with the workers. They sat and ; smoked whilst Jim,
who had been superintending matters, came and took his seat beside them. 


"There ain't
nothing here," said Jim. "Sort of knew there wouldn't be; they're
down to bedrock; if you get the bolts off the keel it's all the metal you'll
find on this lay-out." 


"We've
found the stuff," said Macklin. "It's hived, some of it, up there—no
matter where." 


"Oh, found
it, have you?" said Jim. "And how'n the nation did you find it?"



"You never
mind— we've got to get it off tonight, put out to-morrow." 


I'm makin' no
objections," said Jim, "you can put out to-night if you want. I've
had enough of them darn muskeeters— found it, have you?"


He slapped his
knee and fell silent. He had talked enough for a week yet shown scarce a bit of
surprise nor shade of pleasure at the news. Slane as he sat saw a figure far
away on the sands. It was Kitiwik. She had vanished at the voice of Macklin and
now far off she stood just emerged from the hills. She seemed looking in their
direction, then she disappeared back to where she had come from. 


 


10:
Moonlight


 


THEY STARTED on
the watering an hour before sunset, filling up at the little stream that came
down from amidst the hills to lose itself in the sand of the beach. Then after
supper, when Slane and Jim lit their pipes, Macklin, who was too much engrossed
by the business in hand to smoke or talk, went over the sacks they had brought
with them from Sydney.


There was
nothing that this man had forgotten— shovels, sacks, beads, an outfit of
carpenter's tools, even dynamite for blasting purposes. He knew that in this
sort of business all sorts of eventualities might turn up, he had provided
against everything thinkable, but he was to discover before the night was over
that in life the turning-point in affairs is frequently the unimagined. 


Having gone over
the sacks, he lit his pipe and mixed himself a glass of grog. 


"You've got
three sacks there," said Slane. "What are you expecting to carry
away? Why, the stuff in that cache wouldn't want more than a sack to take it
in." 


"Sand,"
said Macklin. 


"How d'you
mean?" 


"How do I
mean? Get it into your head that the stuff has to be taken out with a shovel,
and when that's done every bit of sand round the hole has to be taken for dropped
coins." 


"I see."



"That girl,"
went on Macklin, "if you're set on taking her and if she don't turn up on
the beach bright and early, you'd better take Sam to do the talking and go up
to the village. I'll go with you if you want. I reckon from what Sam said they
won't grouse about parting with her; question is, will she come?" 


"She'll
come right enough," said Slane. 


"Well,
maybe it's none of my affairs; and what are you to do when you get her to
Sydney, may I ask?" 


"Oh, let's
get there first?" said Slane. "If we get the gold home I reckon I'll
have money enough to do something with her. It's not a question of what's to be
done with her in Sydney, it's a question of leaving her here amongst these
niggers. We've got to take her whether or no." 


"Well,
maybe you're right," said Macklin. "And now let's get to work, the
moon's up, and I reckon all these chaps have gone to bye-bye— anyhow, we can go
and prospect. You and me had better get ashore and do a casual crawl up round
there; might take a peep at the village; might take a sack and shovel to do a
bit of the lifting if all's quiet, and then we can get Jim and Sam to join in
for the big stroke. Oh, I ain't afraid of leaving the ship to her lonesome when
we get to work proper, the glass is high and hasn't moved for two days— come
on!" 


They came on
deck. The moon was up riding above the hills and lighting the great rock and
the beach, and the sea scarce ruffled by the night wind. The sands showed
nothing of life, nothing but the moving shadow of a night fishing bird, white
as a moth, travelling seaward from the hills. 


They rowed
ashore in the dinghy. Slane carried the sack rolled up under his arm, and
Macklin the shovel, as turning their backs on the beached boat, they came
across the sands towards the hills. They had not gone a dozen yards when Slane
stopped and shaded his eyes against the moonlight. 


"What's up?"
asked Macklin . 


"Nothing,"
said Slane. "I thought I saw something move in that patch of light between
those two hills, but there's nothing." 


"You've got
the jimjams," said Macklin. "There's no call to be afraid. Why, these
chaps wouldn't stop us, not if they saw us working in full day— I've only fixed
do it by night so's to be extra sure— you can't be too extra sure in a business
like this, y'see." 


"I'm not
afraid," said Slane. "What are you talking about—afraid!"


"Well, don't
get huffed," said the other, and they trudged on, their long shadows
following, the long shadows of the little hills growing closer. 


"I reckon,"
said Macklin. "we opened our eyes too big over this business —a hundred
thousand you said it was. Well, a hundred thousand it isn't, not more than five
in my opinion. That's two thousand five hundred apiece; less than that, for we'll
have to give Jim a nose in. Fifty will do for him, he's not set on money. Two
thousand five hundred! Well, it might be worse." 


"It's a
good start for a chap with sense," said Slane. "No more wild cat for
me when I get back." 


"You ain't
back yet," said Macklin. "It's a long way to go to get back." 


They struck the
shadow of the hills and entered the elfin country 'between the hill like a
truncated cone and the hill with two humps. The lolling moon looked down upon
them, giving a light almost strong as that of day. 


"Cache
first," said Macklin, "to make sure it hasn't been disturbed."
They made for the cache hill. No, the sand had not been disturbed, it looked
all right. 


To make certain,
Slane dropped the sack and plumped down on his knees to scoop a few handfuls
away. Scarcely had he done so when a swift shadow like the shadow of a bird
swept the sand, and, turning, he saw Macklin above him with the shovel
uplifted. 


It fell, he
dodged the blow, and sprang to his feet. The murderer recovered himself from
the false stroke, and whirling back the shovel brought it down in a diagonal
sweep, cutting edge forward. Slane dropped, the steel missing him by the
fraction of an inch, and before Macklin could recover he seized him by the left
ankle. 


The shovel
slipped out of Macklin's hand as he fell. For the moment he was on his back; in
a flash, drawing up his right leg, he struck out like a kicking horse, and his
heel met Slane's left cheekbone, half stunning him. Slane's grip relaxed, and
next moment Macklin was on him, grasping for the throat hold, a knee on each
arm.


A man in this
position is absolutely helpless. He may kick as much as he likes, but he can
neither turn nor raise both shoulders from the ground. Macklin's hands closed
on the throat of Slane. Slane, under the grip, heaved up once with a mighty
effort that yet scarcely raised his left shoulder an inch. Then he lay quiet, a
band of iron gripping his throat. The roar of a torrent filled his ears,
blazing wheels of light dazzled his eyes— for a moment, then the burning grip
on his neck relaxed, the lights and the roar of the torrent passed, he was on
his elbow, Macklin was suddenly gone from him. 


Macklin was
lying face down beside him, kicking the sand about in the moonlight, and in the
moonlight, backed by the sandstone of the cache hill, a figure was standing. 


It was Kitiwik.


She came towards
him as he struggled to his knees, stood and pointed to the neck of Macklin
where a blow-gun dart was sticking; it looked like an insect that had buried
its sting, and as Slane looked on it the man whom it had stung gave a last
little shiver and lay still. Kitiwik, having pointed the thing out, stood as
moveless as the dead man. Her eyes were fixed on Slane, who was still kneeling,
he might have been in prayer or deeply considering the dart sticking from the
rigid muscles of the dead man's neck. 


He was neither.
In those first seconds he was still struggling with Macklin, struggling with
the astonishment born in him from the terrible killing machine he had thought
to be a man, it was as though Macklin had suddenly turned himself into a steam
engine, rushed at him and tried to crush him. Then his mind regained its
strength. He saw it all clearly and with horror and hatred. Macklin had tried
to kill him for his share of the gold; Kitiwik must have followed them; she had
saved him. 


He raised his
eyes to her as she stood motionless and seemingly unperturbed. She seemed to
think little of the matter; no doubt that was so. Hers-was not the highly
complicated mind of civilisation, that would say to itself: "If I had not
come he would have been killed," but the primitive, fatalistic mind that
said nothing, imagined nothing, shuddered at no danger, accepted the fact
without self-congratulation as a thing that was and had to be. She had seen the
man she loved struggling with and held down by another man; she had killed the
other man— that was all.


He rose up and
stood beside her, rested his hand on her shoulder, He wanted support.


The struggle had
not lasted a minute, but in that minute he had put out the energy of days.
Kitiwik's arm went across his back, her hand resting on his left shoulder. It
was the action not of a lover but of a supporter; she had given him life, she
was helping him to get back to strength. 


Then when he had
recovered, her hand left him, and turning with him she walked beside him back
to the sea edge. "Kitiwik," said Slane, as they went, "You saved
me, you did sure; you're the queen of all girls, Kitiwik, and Jack Slane's
yours for ever and always and till death us do part."  


She understood him,
understood his tone if not his words. Understood him when, reaching the beached
dinghy, he made signs telling her that he was going on board but would come
back and asking her to wait for him.


He pushed off,
and crouching on the sand just where he had pointed she awaited his return, the
blow-gun across her knees and her face to the moonlit sea. Slane brought the
dinghy alongside and tied up. Sam was lying by the fo'c'sle head, coiled up
like a black dog and asleep, and down below in the cabin Jim, with one leg
hanging out of a bunk, was snoring. 


Slane woke him. 


"Jim,"
said Slane as the other sat stretching and yawned. "He tried to do me in."



"Which?"
said Jim. 


"Mack—
tried to cut me down with the shovel from behind, got me and threw me and had
me near scragged, only for that girl. She'd followed us. She shot him with that
blowgun she carries— he's dead." 


"Mack?"



"Yes."



"Tried to
scrag you, did he?" 


"Wanted to
pinch my share of the gold; would have, only for her." 


Jim scratched
his head, then the side of his chin with his thumbnail. Then he got out of the
bunk and filled his pipe. 


"Tried to
scrag you, did he?" 


"Yes; come
on, I want you to see him, so you may know my story's true." Jim lit his
pipe and followed on deck. Ashore, with the girl following them, they made back
to the place of the tragedy. Jim lit his pipe and followed on deck. Ashore,
with the girl following them, they made back to the place of the tragedy. Jim,
pipe in month, stood over the body. He looked at the dart sticking in its neck,
he looked at the shovel near by and the dropped sack and the signs of the
struggle on the sand. 


"Bad chap,"
said Jim, then the Cumberland language of his earliest youth found tongue, "I
reckon he was always a stracklin— stick him in the sand. You don't want no
trouble over this. We can do it, us three, and then got the boodle off. Put out
after sun up, before those niggers get about."


"I'm taking
the girl with me," said Slane. 


But Jim made no
reply. Either he didn't care or his powers of speech were exhausted for the
moment. 


 


THAT IS the
written-out story of Kitiwik, and I had it roughly from an excellent source—
Slane himself, Slane grown stout and grizzled, a multi-millionaire and
occupying a suite in Savoy Court during one of his visits to England. How he
taught Kitiwik the first rudiments of English on his way back to Sydney, how he
struck rubber with the four thousand pounds that came to him from the cache—
there were six thousand sovereigns there all but four, and Jim took two as his
share and started a boat-building business on them. How Sam was given a
five-pound note and promptly got drunk and was gaoled and bailed— all these,
are loose ends of the story whose real end for me was Mrs. Slane. 


She came in
after we had been talking a couple of hours, she had been shopping or
something, it was winter weather and she wore furs; she poured out tea for us—
a still pretty woman of thirty-five or so. They asked me to dinner with them
and I went home and dressed, and after dinner accompanied them to the theatre.


We had a box and
the play was the fairy tale of Peter Pan. But the real fairy tale was in
the box beside me dressed in grey charmeuse and wearing pearls lustrous as
their tropical home in the sea of Sulu.


___________________
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LOOKING OUT from his study window on to the
quiet street beneath, Anthony Vaness' mind was occupied with thoughts of crime
and criminals. The very words, he thought, had an ominous sound, and he
realised that beneath the superficial atmosphere of quietness and discipline
which lay around him an unceasing battle was raging, a battle between the
forces of evil and those of law and order. 


He turned away
from the window and returned to his desk. Sitting down, he switched on the
reading lamp, and centred his mind on the papers which lay before him. The
light of the lamp illuminated the top of the desk, which stood out like a
little island of light in the otherwise dark room, reflecting on the clean-cut,
and almost ascetic features of Vaness, on the firm jaw and the quiet grey eyes
set wide apart, eyes which had the ability to flicker with a sudden gleam of
interest. 


Criminals had
always fascinated Vaness. From the time he had been a junior reporter on the Daily
Sun, when his business consisted in dashing about at the erratic bid of
news editors, either for the purpose of covering some unimportant story or of
interviewing some equally unimportant film actress on an equally unimportant
subject, his one idea had been to specialise in the best type of story which a
newspaper can print— the crime story; and the years had brought the realisation
of this wish. Tonight was the culminating point in his career. Before him on
the table lay his contract with the Daily Sun, the paper which he had
left three years ago in order to become a freelance; a contract under which he
was to write a series dealing with ten criminal trials which had each one in
its own time caught and held the attention of the Great British public. 


Strangely
enough, it seemed to Vaness that the first story with which he was to deal, the
case of John Durward, was the most uninteresting. Ten years before Durward had
been brought to justice on a charge of embezzlement. The evidence against him
was definite, and he had been sentenced to ten years' imprisonment. To the
trained mind of Vaness, the case seemed so simple that it was almost entirely
without interest. It contained none of those romantic touches which make the
most sordid crime a little less sordid; there was no woman in the background
for whom this crime had been committed. Hero was a plain, straightforward story
of a man, a merchant banker, who had embezzled and used the monies entrusted to
his care, who had been brought to justice and convicted. 


Vaness
considered that the only two points of interest in the case lay in the suicide
of John Durward in prison, and the means by which he had been brought to book.
Vaness considered it strange that Durward, who, by reason of good behaviour was
to have been released alter eight years' imprisonment, should have killed
himself by opening a vein in his arm within nine months of the time when he
would have been a free man. 


Vaness'
journalistic mind told him that the main point of interest in the story, from
the public point of view, would be the man who had brought Durward to book,
Ralston, one of the cleverest chief inspectors that Scotland Yard had ever
known. Vaness' lips curved in a little smile of pity, as he thought of Ralston
to-day. True, he was still a power in the land, but the sudden paralysis which
had come upon him four years ago, and which had condemned him to an invalid
chair, had caused his retirement from the C.I.D.. although, with his usual
courage, he had carried on, and was now, possibly, the most famous private
detective in Europe. 


The journalist
liked the idea of being once more able to tell the public of Ralston's past
achievements, to tell them of the patient and painstaking methods which had
enabled him to build up the evidence, scrap by scrap, against Durward, evidence
which, although circumstantial, showed the jury plainly that here was a
criminal of the most dangerous type. 


Vaness knew that
this compliment on his past career would please Ralston, and would strengthen
the bond of friendship which existed between them even more, if that were
possible. Vaness brought his mind back to the work on hand, and turned to the
papers before him. 


His notes on the
case told him that Durward's partner, who was quite innocent of any complicity
in the crime, was still alive, living at St. Johns Wood. It seemed to Vaness
that one of the first things for him to do was to get in touch with this
partner— Hugo Strex— and to endeavour to get from him a pen picture of Durward,
as Strex had known mm—a picture of this smiling hypocrite who could give
liberally to charities and endow hospitals with one hand, while with the other
he stole from people who invested in his business. 


Vaness rose from
the table, walked over to the telephone, and called Strex's number. A few
minutes afterwards he spoke to Strex. 


"Good
evening, Mr. Strex," he said, " I'm sorry to disturb you at such a
late hour. I'm Anthony Vaness, and I'm writing the story of the Durward trial
for the Daily Sun. It occurred to me that, having been associated in
business with Joan Durward for so many years, you might be able to give me some
information about him which would be of interest to our readers. Can you give
me an appointment?"


Strex's voice
came wearily over the telephone. "I suppose I must if you want it,"
he said, "but I'm sick of talking about the Durward case. The whole thing
was a great shock to me, a shock I've never really got over. I'm an old man,
Mr. Vaness, and I'm sorry that you newspaper people can't leave me alone."



"Oh, I shan't
trouble you very much," Vaness replied cheerfully, "the whole thing
won t talk half-an-hour, Mr. Strex. What about tomorrow morning?"


"I'm going
away tomorrow," said Strex. "If you want to see me about it you will
have to do it tonight. I'm busy now. The earliest time I can see you will be at
ten-minutes-to-twelve. If you like to come along then I'll give you
half-an-hour." 


"That will
suit me excellently," said Vaness. "I'll come along then. Good night,
Mr. Strex. Thank you." 


He hung up the
receiver, and turned to his desk, well satisfied with his conversation. He
thought that even the Durward case could be made interesting through his
interview with Strex on the dead criminal, and his notes on ex-Inspector
Ralston's career. He was glad that he had achieved the interview with Strex,
for he had heard that Durward's late partner was a crusty old gentleman of
uncertain temper, morose and grim, whose life, embittered by his partner's
defalcations, had been a lonely one. 


Vaness looked at
his watch. It was ten o'clock. the idea came to him that a walk through the
quiet streets would enable him to turn over in his mind the proposed interview
with Strex. He threw off his dressing-gown, put on his coat, and, lighting a
large briar pipe, ran blithely down the stairs, and, hatless, began his walk. 


 


VANESS'S
observant eye found nothing to interest him on his stroll. The quiet squares
and streets of West End through which he wandered had no great points of
interest. Like most journalists, even while he was engaged on one story, his
eves were always looking for another. He walked about for fifteen minutes,
inhaling great breaths of the cool, night air, then turned, intending to
retrace steps homeward. Crossing Manchester Square, he called a cheery "Good-night,"
to the policeman on duty— an old friend of his— and continued on his way, when
his eye was caught by a splash of colour in the shadows on the other side of
the square. 


He looked again.
The splash of colour was a girl. A stray gleam of light from an adjacent lamp
reflected on her blonde head, and shimmered on the blue velvet of her
evening-cloak. She was endeavouring to start a car, but, apparently, the
starting-handle was too much for her, and, as Vaness walked in her direction to
proffer assistance, she stepped back from the bonnet of the car with a little
exclamation of disgust. 


"Can I
help?" Vaness asked. "You seem to be having a little trouble." 


"Thank you
so much," said the girl smilingly. "Something's gone wrong with my
self-starter, and I never can use a starting-handle. It's so good of you."



During the
moment in which he had looked at her, before he turned to seize the
starting-handle of the car, Vaness had realised the extraordinary beauty of the
girl. Tall, slim and straight, she possessed a quality, almost a dominance,
which made Vaness realise that sho was cast in no ordinary mould. 


His practised
arm soon had the engine running. He opened the door of the car for her. 


"All is now
well," he smiled, "and nothing remains but for me to wish you
good-night." 


She smiled back.



"Oh, yes,
something still remains," she said. "Can you tell me, please, where
Garron Mansions are. I was told they were somewhere about here, but I seem to
have been driving in circles. Do you know them?" 


Vaness grinned. "I
ought to," he said. "I live there." 


"Then
Garron Mansions must be a very nice place," she sparkled back at him. "
Do you think it would be a fair bargain if, in return for showing me where they
are, I were to drive you back there?" She stood looking at him, her head
slightly on one side. " 


"I think
the bargain would be most unfair," said Vaness. "The pleasure of
driving back with you would be worth so much more than my paltry information,
which, could be secured from any policeman." 


"Never
mind," she said, " we'll call it a deal. Jump in!" 


Vaness sat
beside her, and the car moved off. Glancing sideways, he noticed the slimness
of the white hand which held the steering-wheel, the expensive rings which
bedecked it, and the calmness with which it navigated the big and powerful car.



"By the
way," he said, "there are four entrances to Garron Mansions, which is
just round the corner on the right here. Which one do you want? Do you know the
number of the apartment for which you are looking?" 


"Indeed I
don't." she replied. "I want to find a Mr. Anthony Vaness. He's a
journalist, I think. I know he lives in Garron Mansions, but that's all." 


Vaness laughed. "This
is most amusing," he said, " because I'm Anthony Vaness." 


She turned her
head suddenly. Vaness saw that the smile had faded from her face, and that the
blue eyes, which looked at him, were cold and hard. 


"I see,"
she said quietly, turning her eyes once more to the road before her. "That
makes things so much easier, doesn't it? I want to talk to you, Mr. Vaness."



"I shall be
delighted," the journalist replied, "but I hope that our interview
will not be a very long one, as I have to be in St. John's Wood at a quarter to
twelve. By the way, you will want to pull up at the first entrance. Here it is."



She stopped the
car. Vaness got out, and held the door for her. Then he led the way into the
mansions, and rang the bell for the lift. 


He was not
particularly surprised at this coincidence. Many such events take place in the
life of a journalist. People came to him with stories to sell, with rumours
which they have heard, with insinuations against people which they would like
to see in print; all sorts of things; and the journalist listens to all of
them, separating carefully the wheat from the chaff; so that, as the lift
carried them to the first floor where Vaness' apartments were situated, he was
not particularly intrigued with the fact that this beautiful woman wished to
see him, although he was slightly intrigued with her. Vaness had met many
pretty women in his time, but he remembered no one exactly like this one.


He led the way
into his study, and pushed forward a chair for her. She seated herself, and he
knocked out the ashes of his pipe. He offered her a cigarette which she
refused, then, drawing up a chair for himself, he sat down. Now," said he,
"what can I do for you ?" 


The girl looked
straight at him, and Vaness noticed that the white fingers, which lay on the
arm of the armchair, were trembling. 


"My name is
Alexia Durward," she said. "I'm the daughter of John Durward, who was
convicted and sentenced ten years ago, the man who killed himself in Parkhurst
Prison three years ago. I have reason to believe that you are about to write a
series dealing with crime and criminals, and I believe, too, that the story of
John Durward, my father, is to be the first. I have come to ask you not to
write that story, Mr. Vaness."


Vaness,
surprised for once in his life, pulled himself together quickly.


"I'm very
sorry, Miss Durward," he said, "but I have contracted to write this
story, and it's my duty to write it I shall write it." 


She rose to her
feet. Vaness saw that there was a suspicion of tears in her eyes. 


"Mr.
Vaness," she said, "can't you understand that the publicity which
this story of yours will bring is something which is distasteful to me? My
father is dead. Is there any reason why this sordid business should be raked up
once again? Writing such things is your business, but I will willingly pay you
double whatever sum your paper is to pay you if you will not do this." 


"I'm sorry,"
said Vaness. " I can understand your attitude, but you must understand
that it I do not do it someone else will. Besides, you see, I specialise in
these things. I have always done them, and handling this series is rather a big
thing for me. By not doing it I cannot save you anything because it will still
be done, and I should only succeed in making myself unpopular with my paper. I'm
very sorry, Miss Durward, but I can't agree to your request." 


Vaness took a cigarette
from a silver box and tapped it on his finger-nail. "May I ask you one
thing, Miss Durward?" he said. " How do you know that I was about to
write this series? The whole thing was only arranged this afternoon, and my
definite instructions were sent round here from the editor of The Daily Sun
only four hours ago. It would interest me to know how you became in possession
of this information." 


She looked
straight into his eyes, and he saw that her own were hard. " That, Mr.
Vaness," she said, " is my business. Not only did I know that you
were going to write this series, but I don't think I'm very far from the truth
when I tell you that I think you will endeavour to interview Mr. Hugo Strex, my
father's late partner. It seems a pity that an old man like Mr. Strex should be
worried by you " 


"Indeed!"
replied Vaness. He was feeling angry with this girl. "You seem to know a
great deal, Miss Durward, but I must admit that in this case you have again
guessed right. lam going to interview Mr. Strex. In fact I'm seeing him
to-night."


The girl picked
up her handbag which she had laid on the table. A little smile played about her
mouth, a hard smile, slightly ominous, Vaness thought. 


"I don't
think so, Mr. Vaness," she said. "I intend to see Mr. Strex, and after
he has heard what I have to say to him I don't think that you will get your
interview." 


She turned on
her heel, walked to the door, and opened it. " Good-night, Mr. Vaness,"
she said. She closed the door behind her. Vaness heard her steps retreating
down the passage, heard the lift-bell, heard the lift descend. Outside in the
street lie heard the purr of her car as she drove away. 
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VANESS RETURNED to his table and stood
tapping his blotting pad with a pencil. Here was a development. He realised that
life was indeed strange, and that a journalist is favoured with glimpses of
this strangeness. He could understand the girl's point of view very well.
Vaness was fair-minded and, putting himself in her place, he realised that the
publicity following the publication of his story of the Durward affair would
certainly annoy her, but what was he to do? 


The fact
remained— and he smiled a little humorously as he thought this— that had not
John Durward committed the crime for which he was imprisoned no one would be
able to write about it. This fact, apparently, had escaped the notice of
Durward's beautiful daughter. At the same time in his heart he felt for her,
but what he had told her was correct. Supposing he had refused to have written
the story. Someone else would have done so, and the result would have been the
same in the long run. But her last remark perturbed him. 


What was she
going to say to Hugo Strex, which would make him refuse to give the interview
which he had promised Vaness? The journalist began to be a little annoyed with
this girl. Supposing Strex did refuse to say anything about Durward, it would
make it very difficult for Vaness. The story was " thin "as it was,
and this further interference, if it were successful, would very nearly spoil
it altogether. Vaness thought it was a pity that people could not mind their
own business, but must for ever be interfering: yet, at the same time, lie
realised that he was interfering with this girl's life. He threw his cigarette
away, and refilled and lit his pipe. 


A glance at the
clock told him that it was a quarter-past-eleven. He made up his mind to go out
to Strex immediately. He was fairly certain that the girl had driven straight
to Strex's house. He thought it almost as certain that he would meet her there.
He rather hoped that he would. He felt that he would like to explain to her
that he felt and sympathised with her, but that he, himself, was not in a
position to be able to help. 


Vaness, who had
never in his life been particularly drawn to any woman felt strangely attracted
by this Alexia Durward. She had courage, he thought, and, after all, she was
doing what any woman would have done. He put on his hat, ran quickly down the
stairs and walked round to the garage, which was in the next street. 


As he drove in
the directing of St. John's Wood Vaness found himself wishing that it were
possible to drop the writing of this Durward case. The idea had come to him
that some other important case in the annals of British justice might be
substituted for it. The idea pleased him. He made up his mind that if he met
the girl at Strex's house he would tell her that next morning he would see the
editor of The Daily Sun and make a suggestion that some other case, one
which was possibly more interesting from a public point of view, should be used
in place of the Durward case. Having come to this conclusion. Vaness felt more
happy. He believed that the solution was found, and he was glad for the girl's
sake. 


He drove slowly
along the main road. A hundred yards down the road to the left was a long
avenue of trees, and at the end of this avenue, forming a cul-de-sac, stood the
sombre Strex house. Vaness had passed the place previously, on occasion, and
noticed the old-fashioned and rambling architecture reminiscent of nearly a
century ago, which made the house a landmark. Vaness was thinking that, in any
event, his talk with Strex would be interesting, for Strex himself must have
lived an interesting life. 


Vaness, turning
into the avenue suddenly, jammed on his brakes, and pulled into the side of the
road with an exclamation. A car had shot past him, at such a speed, and driven
so erratically, that it had missed his car by inches. Vaness looked quickly
out. He was just in time to recognise the car. It was the girl's. There was no
mistaking the large and powerful body and the rather out of-the-way design of
the luggage rack. Vaness realised that the girl had wasted no time.


"A
determined little thing," he thought half-humorously, but somebody must
tell her not to drive about the roads at that speed, otherwise she would come
to a sticky end. 


Vaness restarted
his car and pulled up before the massive iron gates of the house. He got out
and walked up the winding carriage drive. The front of the house was in
complete darkness, and an eerie stillness enveloped the place. Mounting the
portico steps, lie pulled the ancient bell-chain, and the clanging of the bell
reverberated through the house. After a five-minutes' wait the door was opened
and an ancient face peered round the corner. 


"Is Mr.
Strex in? He's expecting me," Vaness said. 


The man motioned
him to come in. "Mr. Strex is in his study, sir," said the butler. "Will
you go through? It's straight along this passage, the last door on the right."


Vaness handed
the butler his hat, and walked down the passage until he came, to the door. He
tapped, but there was no response. He waited and then knocked again more
loudly, but still no answer. Vaness turned the handle of the door, opened it
and stepped into the room. 


Used to sights
of all descriptions, he stood aghast at the scene which lay before him. Lying
over his desk, the blotting paper of which was red with his blood, was sprawled
Hugo Strex. From between his shoulder blades projected the handle of a knife.
Vaness walked over and looked at him. There was no question he was dead. His
hand, still clutching a pencil, had scrawled on the corner of the blotting pad
in front of him the letters "Dur," but the rest of the words which he
had written were obliterated by his own blood. 


Vaness walked to
the door, called loudly to the butler, then he walked back to the table and
took off the telephone receiver. 


"Hallo,
exchange, give me Scotland Yard," he said. 


 


SITTING in his study Vaness turned over in
his mind the sudden and amazing happenings of the day before, culminating in
the murder at St. John s Wood. 


Scotland Yard
had been quick to act, and investigations were proceeding. Vaness had been glad
that he had said nothing to the police about his meeting with Alexia Durward.
There was time enough for this. he had been more glad because that afternoon "
The Daily Sun " had postponed the crime series, and had asked him
to cover the new murder which had filled the day's newspapers. 


It seemed to
Vaness more than probable that the girl had killed Strex. It also seemed to
him— and he was experienced in these things— that his own evidence at the
inquest, which was fixed for two days ahead, would certainly end in her being
sent for trial. Here was a girl who had definitely told that Strex would not
give the interview which he sought. Just before he discovered Strex's body he
had seen her car in the vicinity of the house. 


He realised that
things would look very black for her, for here was a very adequate motive for
killing Strex. Up to the moment no one of any great importance at Scotland Yard
had been assigned to the case. The preliminary photographs, measurements, and the
other up-to-date technique used for the recording of crime, had been in
progress. This did not thrill Vaness particularly; he had seen all that before.
At the back of his mind was a vague uneasiness with regard to the evidence
against the girl which he knew he would have to give. 


He could hardly
bring himself to believe that a girl— and she seemed a very nice girl— could
bring herself to kill a man in order to prevent him giving an interview to a
press-man. Yet, at the same time, he realised that, with the sometimes weird
workings of the feminine mind, a woman who is angry is often very much more
dangerous than a man. 


He got up and
walked to the fireplace. He stood looking into the embers of the fire, and
wondering what the outcome of all this would be. Somehow Vaness felt some sort
of responsibility for the girl. Logically there was no reason for this. At the
same time he felt that, had he been a little more gentle with her, explained
more fully the pros and cons of the business, she might not have been driven to
drive forthwith to St. John's Wood, and do what she had done.


Amidst these
gloomy thoughts came an idea which cheered him immensely. He would ring up
Ralston, and explain the whole thing to him. Ralston would be interested
because he had originally handled the Durward case and knew Strex well.
Probably by this time, Vaness thought, he had digested every bit of information
which was possible to be obtained from the newspapers or his colleagues dealing
with the case. Vaness stepped towards the telephone, but before he could reach
it the bell rang. He took off the receiver. 


"Hallo,"
said a voice. 


Vaness smiled as
he recognised Ralston's voice. "Is that you, Vaness? You're covering the
St. John's Wood murder for the Sun aren't you? You are? Good! Well, I've
got a surprise for you. the Yard have asked me to take charge of the case.
Pretty extraordinary, isn't it, for an old cripple like me, tied to this
blooming chair of mine, to be called in to run this case? You see, all the big
people down there are fairly busy at the moment, and, as I knew Strex and all
that crowd, I suppose they think I stand a chance of handling the business.
Anyhow, I'm pleased with the compliment." 


"I'm glad
to hear that, Ralston," said Vaness. "Strangely enough I can tell you
rather lot about it. By the way, are you working by yourself on the case?"



"Oh, no,"
replied Ralston. " I've got a young inspector, a man named Soames,
attached to me as my official watch-dog, but I don't think the Yard will
interfere very much in what I do." 


"Have you
got any idea in your head, Ralston," asked Vaness, "as to who might
be responsible for this murder?" 


Ralston's
full-blooded laugh came back over the telephone. 


"You bet I
have. I've got a pretty good idea," the ex-chief inspector answered, "and
I think, with a little care, that person will soon he brought to book. Why don
t you come round and talk it over! My house, as you know, is on the edge of St.
John's Wood, and, if necessary, we can go over to Strex's house and look round.
It must have given you a nasty shock, Vaness, finding him like that." 


"You're
right, Ralston, it did for a moment," answered Vaness. "Anyhow, I'll
come over right away, and we can talk about it. I'll be with you in twenty
minutes. So long!" 


He hung up the
receiver. Within a few moments he was sitting in his car, driving toward
Ralston's house. 


He wondered what
was behind the detective's statement, that he had a fairly good idea as to who
was responsible for the murder. 


Was it possible
that Ralston knew something of Alexia Durward which would enable him to come to
the conclusion that film had killed her father's partner, or had he some other
idea? Was there a possibility that someone else had committed the crime? Vaness
found himself hoping sincerely that the latter was the case. He could not
associate the beautiful girl, whom he had met for the first time the night
before, with the murder. He did not like to think of her as being responsible
for that huddled blood-stained figure sprawled on the desk in the lonely house.
Yet, his own cursory examination had shown him that the force which had driven
the knife into Strex's back was not great; a woman could easily have done it.
For whoever it was that had stabbed Strex had known his or her business. The
point of the knife had been inserted under the shoulder-blade, and pushed
upwards into the heart. A child could have done it. 
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AFTER HE parked his car at an adjacent
garage, Vaness walked quickly round to Ralston's house, and rang the bell. As
the door was opened by a trim maid, the journalist saw Ralston propelling his
invalid chair out of a room further down the hall and advance with outstretched
hand. 


"I'm glad
to see you, Vaness," he said. "Come in. Mary will take your hat and
coat. I expect you'd like a drink after your drive. By Jove! This is going to
be like old times." 


Vaness took off
his things, and joined his host in the cosy study. A


"I must,
say, you look fairly pleased," he said. " I suppose a good murder is
neat and drink to you, Ralston." 


"Well, I
must say I'm glad to be back in harness again," the detective answered. "Mark
you, since I left the Yard so many years ago, as you know, I've done lot of
international detective work. That was not bad fun, but when this cursed
paralysis began to get me I had to give up most of my European work, and
prepare myself to settle down to a more or less humdrum existence here. You
see, as a private detective, one has to do so much of the donkey work oneself.
That's why I'm so very pleased hat the Yard have given me this case to handle.
The fact that I'm tied to this chair doesn't matter. There are lots of people
to do my running about for me, although"—he pointed proudly to the back of
the invalid chair—" since I've had his little electric motor fitted I've
been able to get nearly anywhere. One of these fine days I expect you'll see me
being summoned for speed." 


Vaness laughed. "I've
always admired your grit, Ralston," he said. "You've got a good
nerve. But, now, tell me, what's your idea about this murder? Who do you think
did it?" 


Ralston selected
a cigar from the box it his elbow, pierced and lit it, carefully. Then he
looked up at Vaness. 


"Look here,
my lad,'' he said, " you know as well is I do that the first thing in any
crime is motive. Now, I knew old Strex fairly well. I was very sorry for him
when I've discovered that Durward had been playing ducks and drakes with their
joint money. Strex was nearly heartbroken. It practically ruined him, but the
saw the thing through, and, as far as he was able, paid what little he could to
some of the people who had been most hard hit by the business. He was left with
very little money, and he led a lonely life in that old rambling house of his—
the only bit of property he had left — attended only by that weird butler who
had been with him for many years. He had no friends, and he had no enemies.
Robbery could not have been the motive, for there was nothing in that house
worth stealing. Revenge was certainly not the motive. As I said just now, Strex
had not an enemy in the world. He was such a. foolish old man, and if anyone
had asked him for something he would certainly have given it to them had it
been within his power. 


"Take your
own case, for example. Soames tells me that you telephoned Strex last night for
an interview. Personally, if I had been Strex I should have told you to have
gone to the devil, and taken the Daily Sun with you. Instead of which,
the old man was prepared, just because he could never anybody anything, to give
von an interview at midnight. That was the type of man Strex was, and that
crime was certainly not one of revenge. No, my dear fellow," said Ralston,
propelling his chair a little nearer the fire, "there was a very real
motive for that murder. In fact, I don't think I'm very wrong when I saw that
you wore the cause of it."


Vaness looked
up, surprised. 


"What the
deuce do you mean?" he said. Just this, said Ralston. "You were going
to interview Strex last night. Now, strange as it may seem, Strex has never
discussed this case with anybody, with the exception of myself, ever since' the
trial ten years ago. It's quite possible that Strex would have had many hard
things to say about John Durward. Doesn't it strike yon as being probable that
someone might have wanted to shut Strex s mouth once and for all." 


"I see,"
said the journalist. "You think that Strex could have made things uncomfortable
for somebody?" 


"Yes, I do,"
said Ralston, "and I've got a pretty good idea who that somebody is. Did
you know that John Durward had a daughter?" 


"I did,"
replied Vaness. For a moment it was on the tip of his tongue to tell Ralston of
the meeting with Durward's daughter, and of the interview which had occurred in
his flat, but, instantly, he decided to say nothing. Ralston's quick brain,
knowing nothing of the girl's interview with the journalist, had immediately
jumped on a possible motive for the crime, and Vaness was so lost in admiration
that he felt inclined to say nothing about. Alexia Durward until he had heard
the rest of Ralston's theory, after which he would produce his evidence in
support of the detective's reasoning. 


Ralston drew at
his cigar, and looked into the embers of the fire. 


"She's a
determined girl, that girl of Durward's. I remember during the trial," he
said. "She was only a slip of a thing then, about seventeen, but she did
her damnedest to get her father off—she actually went to the box on some
abstruse point or other, and lied like a trooper in a vain endeavour to save
him. Of course, it was no use." 


He knocked the
ash from his cigar and looked at Vaness with a smile. 


"Here is
the actual motive for the crime, in my opinion," he said. " Durward
had managed to get quite a hit of money put on one side— money and securities
which we could never trace. It's more than likely that the girl has this money,
for she seems pretty well off by all accounts. 


"Well, I
think old Strex knew about this, but the old man was such a sportsman that even
though some of this cash actually belonged to him I think that he was quite
satisfied to let the girl have it. You see, in his funny way, he was fond of
John Durward, and when he had got over the first shock of hearing and knowing
that his partner was a criminal he was inclined to be rather more sympathetic
than I should have been!


"I believe
that the girl thought that Strex might give something about this money away
during the interview. She seemed to know quite a lot —this young lady —and she
may even have known that you were a friend of mine and likely to discuss the
interview with me afterwards. In which case she would have lost the money she
lives on and there would have been further mud thrown at old Durward's memory.
I think she took a chance; she probably only intended to threaten Strex, and
then her feelings getting the better of her she lost her temper and, blind with
rage, killed him with the Italian dagger which he used as a paper knife." 


"What about
the butler." said Vaness. "I suppose there is no chance of suspicion
in that quarter." 


"None at
all," replied the detective. " The poor old man has lost the only job
lie's ever likely to have through death, and he is almost heartbroken. Of
course, as you know. Vaness, I was never a man to jump at conclusions, and
before I actually fix the murder on Alexia Durward I'm going to have a chain of
evidence against her in which there is not one weak link, and I don't think
that it will take me very long to forge the clip in, either. Besides, I've got
to show the Yard that I'm not a 'has-been' and here is my opportunity." 


"It seems a
pity that a girl should have done this," said Vaness. "By the way, I've
got something interesting to tell you— something which supports your theory to
an extraordinary degree. Would you be surprised to know that..." 


The telephone
bell rang loudly, and, with surprising agility Ralston propelled his chair over
to the instrument. 


"Hallo,
Soames," he said. " Oh, so you've checked up, have you. What—actually
in St. John's Wood! Good, let me know all about it. You'd better come round at
once." He hung up the receiver.


"Soames—
the Yard man who is working with me on this case— has definitely checked up
that Alexia Durward was here in St. John's Wood last night," he said. "Another
link in the chain!" he held out his hand. "So long, Vaness." he
said. "You can tell me your interesting bit of news tomorrow. I've got to
see Soames and our conversation must, of course, be private. Ring me up
sometime and come along and tell me all about, it. In the meantime, don't let
anything get into your paper. Just the usual stuff, you now, description of the
crime and all that, and that Scotland Yard are in possession of clues which
will shortly lead to an arrest. I'll let you know when you can get ahead with
the real story." 


Vaness shook
hands. "Good-night, Ralston," he said, "I'll probably see you 
tomorrow."


 


AS he drove back
lo Garron Mansions, Vaness felt a wave of admiration for the virile powers of
the crippled ex-Inspector. Ralston had apparently put his finger on the
criminal, and with his unerring instinct he would follow every clue, every
shred of evidence, until his chain was forged. A chain which would bind— and
hang— Alexia Durward. 


And this thought
affected Vaness strangely. Somehow the, idea of the girl being a criminal—a
murderess —appalled him. Yet, it seemed to him that she,  and she only, was
responsible for the murder of Strex. 
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IT WAS with these thoughts running through his
mind that Vaness, disregarding the lift, walked slowly up the stairs to his
flat. The events of the last forty eight hours were now assuming a definite
aspect in his mind, and he realised that from a journalistic point of view he
had been lucky to have experienced this strange series of events from the very
beginning. His newspaper mind told him that the Strex murder case, when Ralston
would allow him to write the full story, would be one of the most sensational
events in journalism of the year. 


Arrived on the
first floor, he was so deep in thought that he almost ran into the arms of the
hall-porter, Jenkins. 


"I'm glad
you've come, sir," said the man. "There's a lady been to see you, and
I didn't know when you'd be back. I recognised her as the lady who came with
you the other night, so I've put her in your sitting-room. I hope you don't
mind." 


"All right,
Jenkins," said Vaness. 


As the man went
down the stairs Vaness stood uncertainly outside the door leading to his
sitting-room. Why had she come to see him. What new development was about to
take place? The amazing thought suddenly struck him that she was going to
confess; that she would tell him the story of how she killed Strex, but, mixed
with the elation at the thought of this wonderful scoop, was one of great pity
for the girl. 


He pushed open
the door of the room, and entered. She was sitting in an armchair looking into
the fire. 


A wave of pity
swept over Vaness as he saw that her beautiful face was drawn, and her eyes
haggard as she looked at him. 


"I must
apologise for disturbing you again, Mr. Vaness," she said, " but I've
been so terribly upset all day that I've come to you because, although I know
you so slightly, I felt that in you I should find at least, some friendliness."



Vaness nodded.
He threw his hat on to a chair, and helped himself to a cigarette, which he
lit. He did this more from desire to gain time than because he needed to smoke.
He did not know what to say to this girl. How could he tell her that she was
suspected; that he believed that she was the murderess of Hugo Strex? Her next
words, however, solved that difficulty. 


"Mr.
Vaness," she said, " I'm in a terrible position. Last night I told
you that I was going to Hugo Strex, and that after I had seen him he would not
give you ; the interview which you sought. You know that I went to Strex's
house last night. By the way you look at me I believe you think I had something
to do with this crime. Please believe me when I tell you that I know nothing of
it. I am absolutely innocent." 


She broke down
as her feelings overcame her, and, burying her face in her hands, sobbed
bitterly. Vaness felt appallingly uncomfortable. His first instinct had been to
endeavour to comfort the girl, but he realised that if she were left alone she
would probably tell him all that she knew of the business Naturally enough,
thought the journalist, she was not going to say that she was guilty. 


After a few
moments the girl dried her eyes. 


"Forgive me
for behaving like a child," she said, "but you will understand that I've
been terribly worried all day. Last night, immediately after I left your flat,
I drove back home. I'd come to the conclusion that I would not go and see
Strex, and that if you made up your mind to write the story of my father's
trial you would probably do it, and that nothing I could say or do would stop
it. I had already garaged my car, and was I walking to my flat in Knightsbridge.
when I came to this conclusion. Then suddenly, the idea came to me that, at
least, I would go and plead with Strex not to divulge anything about my father's
trial. 


"I went
back to the garage, got my car, and I drove towards St. John's Wood. I must,
have arrived there, at Strex's house, only a few minutes before you did. I was
about to ring the front-door bell when I noticed that the door was open. I have
visited Mr. Strex several times, and know just where his study is, and that he
is usually to be found there, so I walked straight to his study. When I got
there I found him as you found him— murdered —with that horrible knife sticking
into his back. 


"I'm afraid
I lost my head. I had been upset all day, and instead of informing the police
or calling the old butler, or doing anything sensible, I was so terrified that
I dashed out of the house, jumped into my car, and drove off as quickly as I
could. You will remember that I nearly collided with you as you drove your own
car round the corner of the avenue in which Strex's house is situated. 


"As I came
round the corner my headlights shone directly on you, and I recognised you
easily. After I had passed, the thought came to me that I would pull up and
come back and fell you what had happened. Then I thought that you wouldn't
believe me; that you would think that I had killed Strex." 


The analytical
mind of the journalist, which had forgotten everything for the moment except
the actual case, immediately seized on the salient points of the girl's story. 


"Listen,
Miss Durward," he said, "you say that after you had discovered Strex
had been murdered you turned and ran straight out of the house. When you
entered the house the front door was open. Did you close it after you as you
loft?" 


"No,"
the girl replied, "I didn't. I was so frightened that I ran straight along
the passage, through the open door, straight to my car. I didn't wait for
anything." 


"I see,"
said Vaness, "that's strange." 


"Why?"
she asked. 


"Because,"
replied the journalist, "if your story is true somebody closed the front
door between the time that, you left and I arrived, for it was shut when I got
there. I rang the bell, and had to wait for the old butler, who, by his
appearance, had obviously been asleep just before he opened it." 


"It seems
as if there might have been someone in the house," the girl said. "Do
you think that whoever murdered Strex was concealed in his study; that the
murderer saw me open the door, saw me run away, and then closed the door after
me?"


Vaness shrugged
his shoulders. 


"I don't
know, Miss Durward," he said. "But what I do know is this: your
position in this case seems to me to be rather a serious one. Looking at you, I
cannot believe you to be a murderess. Yet, at the same time, the evidence against
you up to the moment, although circumstantial, is fairly strong. As far as I'm
concerned, the police don't know that you came to me last night, or that you
went to Strex's house. I was about to tell Mr. Ralston tonight; he is the
detective who is handling the case for Scotland Yard; but circumstances
prevented it, although I fear I shall have to tell him what I know. There'll be
a coroner's inquest very shortly. I shall be on oath. I shall have to tell the
truth, so that if there's anything which would appear to mitigate the
circumstances, if I were you, I would tell me now." She nodded. 


"Mr.
Ralston," she mused. "Is that the Inspector Ralston who was in charge
of the case against my father?" 


"Yes,"
said Vaness.


"Isn't that
strange?" she said. "That the same man who arrested and secured the
evidence against my father should now be appointed in charge of this case in
which it seems that I am suspected. I rather like Mr. Ralston. He had to do his
duty in my father's case, but he seemed very kind, and lie was very nice to me,
and endeavoured to save as much pain as possible. Will you ask me anything that
you want. You may rest assured that I shall tell you the truth." 


"There are
two or three things which I should like to know," said Vaness, "but,
in the meantime, won't you take off your things, and let me send for some tea?
I feel it would brace you up a little." 


"I would
like that," she said.


Vaness helped
her off with her coat, rang the bell, and ordered tea. As be looked at the girl
sitting in the big chair by the fire, he found it more difficult to believe
each moment that she had murdered Strex. He was intrigued with the situation,
and he was intrigued with this girl. At the back of his mind was the hope that
something which she might my to him would alter the complication of the crime
so much that at his next interview with Ralston he would be able to and some
extenuating circumstance which would, at least, serve to give this girl a
chance.


After she had
drunk the tea a little colour came back in her face, and she seemed more
cheerful.


"Now, Mr.
Vaness," she said, almost brightly, "I'm ready for your inquisition."


Vaness smiled. "It
won't be a very difficult one," he said, "but there are one or two
points in connection with this business which I don't understand, and which I
would like to understand. Candidly, I want very much to believe that you had
nothing to do with this. I would like to think that, but at the moment it is a
little difficult. Will you tell me this? As I told you last night, the idea
that I should write this crime series, including the trial of your father, was
only evolved yesterday after noon in the Daily Sun offices. My definite
instructions from the editor were sent round here by hand at seven o'clock last
night; yet, you came here to ask me not to write the account of your father's
trial. In other words, by some means, you had secured information telling you
as to what had happened in the Daily Sun offices that afternoon. 


 


VANESS looked at
the girl intently. 


"There's
another point which intrigues me," he said. "In course of
conversation with you last night you told inn that you thought I should
interview Strex. I was rather taken off my guard by your knowledge, and told
you rather angrily that I had arranged to do this. Tell me, please, how did you
know those two things? How did you know that I was about to write the story of
the Durward trial, and how did you guess that I had arranged to interview
Strex?" 


She looked at
him and her eyes were frank. "I had no idea till yesterday afternoon at
half-past five," she said, "when I was brought this." She handed
an envelope to Vaness. "My maid told that it was delivered by hand by an
urchin, one of those small boys whom one sees playing about the street. He
delivered the letter and ran off quickly. If you will read it your question
will be answered."


Vaness took the
envelope and examined it carefully. It was a square envelope of cheap manilla
paper, such as may be bought at any stationers. He took out the folded sheet of
paper which was inside. The paper was just as ordinary as the envelope. It bore
no water-mark. it was written in a thin shaky hand, so shaky that it
immediately occurred to Vaness that it had been written by someone's left hand—
this message: 


 


Dear Miss
Durward,—


Anthony Vaness
has been commissioned to write the story of your father's trial. He will
probably interview Hugo Strex tonight, because Strex leaves London to-morrow
morning. If you have any respect for your father's memory you will go to
Vaness, at Garron Gardens, near Manchester Square, and ask him not to write
this story. If he refuses your request inform him that you will request Strex
not to give him an interview, and that you will go immediately to Strex's house
and make this request. As Vaness' account will depend mainly on what Strex has
to say, the fact that he believes that you can stop Strex giving the interview 
will probably cause him to reconsider his decision to write the story. In any
event, go to Strex's house afterwards, and persuade him refuse to give the
interview. I know that he will agree. 


—A Friend of
Your Father.


 


Vaness sat
gazing in amazement at the piece of paper in his hand. He looked at the girl.
As she sat beside him, her hands clasped nervously, her face tense, her eyes
wide open watching him, Vaness thought that she was speaking the truth. At the
same moment he realised the devilish ingenuity of the writer of  the note.


"By God!"
he said eventually, "the writer of this letter laid a trap for you, Miss
Durward, into which you have fallen. He knew that you would come to me, that
you would tell me that you were going to Strex's house, and that you would go
to Strex's house. In other words, he secured me us an independent witness that
you were with Strex at the of the murder. Have you any idea who could possibly
write this note?" 


"None
whatever," the girl replied. "I don't know this handwriting which, in
any event, is carefully disguised."


Vaness returned
the letter to the envelope, which he put into his breast Pocket. Then he walked
up and down the room, his brain busy. He was undecided as to the course he
should pursue. Should he get into touch with Ralston immediately, and inform
him of the turn which events had taken, tell him the whole story of the girl's
previous visit, of her second visit, and her production of this mysterious
letter? Vaness knew without consideration what Ralston's reply would be. He
would believe that the girl had faked the letter in order to divert suspicion
from herself by throwing it on someone else. Vaness realised that in his own
mind Ralston was fairly certain that the girl had committed the murder and,
logically, considering the whole business, Vaness had no real reason to suppose
that the ex-inspector was wrong. 


Pacing up and
down the room, his hands behind his back, Vaness faced a fact. He was attracted
this girl, he liked her, and because he was so attracted, he was unwilling to
believe that she was a murderess. Yet, his own experience as a journalist
dealing with crime had taught him that it was always the person least expected
who committed a crime. What was he to do? 


A mind picture
came before his eyes, a picture of the Old Bailey, with this girl in the dock,
prosecuting and defending counsel fighting over her like dogs over a bone.
Ralston, at the moment, was in the position of prosecuting counsel. 


Suddenly, an
idea came to Vaness. Why should he not put himself in the position of defending
counsel? Ralston had at his disposal all the forces of law. He was convinced
that Alexia Durward had murdered Hugo Strex. Well, let him prove it! Vaness
would be doing no harm if he, on his own part, conducting an entirely
independent line of inquiry, were to work from the basis that the girl was
innocent. If the girl had committed the murder there would be not the slightest
possible doubt that at some point during their independent investigations the
evidence collected by Ralston and that collected by himself would meet. 


In other words,
if this girl had committed the crime, the fact that he was endeavouring
to find evidence to prove that she had not would be useless, and Ralston would
win. But if there was a chance, as it seemed there might be, if the letter in
his pocket, were not a fake produced by the girl for her own ends, then, at
least, she would have a sporting chance of proving her innocence. 


Vaness stopped
suddenly in his pacing and turned to the girl. 


"Miss
Durward," he said, " I have come to rather a strange conclusion. It
is not for me to say whether I believe you guilty or innocent of this crime,
but l am prepared to do this. I don't think that there's the slightest doubt
that within the course of a few days the suspicions of the police as regards
yourself will be definitely aroused. I don't think that they will arrest you
immediately; that is not their method these days. Ralston will probably get an
adjournment of the coroner's inquest in order that he may obtain all the
evidence against you that he requires. In the meantime, because the police are
working with the idea that you are guilty, I propose to take the opposite point
of view. For the sake of argument, I will temporarily adopt the belief that you
are innocent. I will take it as a fact that this letter which you have given me
was delivered to you as you've stated, that there's someone— some man or woman--who
endeavoured to hang this murder on to you. 


"Because of
my position as a journalist handling this case I shall be in touch with
Inspector Ralston practically every day, I shall see each, move which the
police make and, knowing that and working from the point of view that the basis
on which they are building their evidence is false, I shall do my best to meet
each fresh piece of evidence against you with any evidence in your favour which
my investigations may produce. That's all I can do. Whether you murdered Hugo
Strex or not I do not know, but I'm trying very hard to believe that you didn't.
Well? "


The girl rose
from her chair. A little smile had appeared about her mouth, and he cheeks were
flushed. 


"That's the
most wonderful piece of news I've heard, to-day," she said; "You will
realise, Mr. Vaness, that it's a horrible thing for me to be without a friend
at this moment. I believe that you. are my friend, and, although you say that
you don't definitely know whether I'm guilty of this murder or not, I believe
that in your heart you think me innocent. I think, too, that truth will out,
and that whatever circumstantial evidence there may be against me I am sure
that you will be able to combat this and find out something which will prove my
innocence. I can hardly tell you how relieved I feel now." 


A little
mischievous gleam came into her eyes. 


"After all,"
she said, with a smile, "it isn't every criminal who has the great Mr.
Anthony Vaness trying to prove her innocence, is it?" 


She laughed,
and, as Vaness laughed with her, the thought came to him that no murderess
would ever laugh like that. 


"There's
something else, too, Mr. Vaness," she said. " My father was innocent.
Of that I'm certain. How the circumstances arose which enabled him to be
convicted of that terrible crime I don't know, but I know that he was innocent,
and I know that one day the truth will be known. In the meantime," she
continued, "the Durward family seem to be thoroughly unpopular with the
police!" 


Vaness helped
her on with her coat. 


"Go home,
and sleep soundly," he said. "Just lead your ordinary life, and don't
do anything at all or go anywhere without letting me know first. I think that,
in any event, we've got a week in which to work undisturbed. I hope, for your
sake, I shall be lucky."


She held out her
hand. 


"I wish you
luck," she said, "and I thank you from the bottom of my heart." 


Back again at
his favourite place by the window, Vaness watched the tail light of her car
disappear in the darkness. He realised that the proposition was a difficult
one. Yet, somehow, this battle against odds attracted him, for, like most men,
Anthony Vaness had not realised that he was in love.


His ruminations
were soon over, for he was practical-minded enough to realise that he had no
time to waste. He know Ralston! The ex-Chief Inspector was a rapid worker, and,
in spite of his physical disability, Vaness had not the slightest doubt that
within a few days he would pile up sufficient evidence to secure a warrant for
Alexia's arrest. 


Strangely
enough, Vaness considered the position one to be entirely favourable to Ralston's
chance of victory. He realised that the girl would be asked to account for her
movements on the night of the murder, that she had no alibi, and the fact that
she was at Strex's house must eventually come to light, Ralston's suggested
motive for the crime was a strong one. In fact, there were two motives, either
of which might have caused a determined woman to murder Strex; the first, the
desire to avoid publicity, and, the second and stronger motive, a determination
that the money which had come to her from her father should not find its way
into the hands of the police.


Now that the
girl had gone, and the atmosphere of his sitting room lacked her rather
wonderful personality, Vaness wondered if he had not been a fool. What chance
was there of fighting Ralston successfully? The only possible evidence pointing
in the girl's favour was the letter. Vaness realised that he must work along
the line that this letter was not a fake; that it had actually been written by
someone who desired to put the responsibility for the Strex murder on Alexia;
but to look for the writer of this letter would be like searching for a needle
in a hay stack.


Once more the journalist's
mind went back to the picture of the scene which had unfolded itself to him as
he opened the floor of Hugo Strex's study. he visualised once again a huddled
figure sprawled over the desk, and the movement of the long window curtains
behind the chair in which Strex sat. The French window had been open, and it
seemed to Vaness that if Alexia's story were true, and the murder committed
before she arrived on the scene, the murderer must have entered via the lawn at
the back of the house, opened the French windows which must have been
unlatched, and stabbed Strex. 


It was also
plain to Vaness that if it were this murderer who had closed the front door
after the terrified girl had run out, he must have seen her enter Strex's room,
he must have been hiding behind the curtain. The thought occurred casually to
Vaness that, for all he knew, the murderer might have still been there when he
entered the room. He remembered that he had telephoned Scotland Yard, and then
gone off and summoned the old butler before he had even attempted to look round
the room. Anyone hiding behind the window curtains would have had ample time to
have made their escape while all this business was going on. 


Then there was
the blotting-paper and the few letters which were legible on the blood-stained
sheet. Strex had written D-u-r; the rest had been obliterated by his own
blood. Obviously he had written the word "Durward," and then
something else. What was that something else? 


Several
sentences flashed their way through Vaness's imaginative brain, "Durward's
daughter killed me." That might have been one sentence, and against that
was there anything which Strex might have written indicating some other
assassin? If he had been killed by a stranger whom he had not recognised he
would not have written the name Durward. Then, again, Vaness realised that it
was more than possible, and the police-doctor's report confirmed this belief,
that Strex had never seen the individual who killed him. The blow had been
struck from behind, and Strex had fallen face-forward on to his desk. Why,
then, if he had not seen his assailant, should he be concerned in writing
something about Durward? Was there some secret which Strex had carried through
the years, and which, as a dying man, he had wished to make plain to the world?



Suddenly three
words flung themselves into Vaness's head. "Durward was innocent."



Well, supposing
Strex had tried to write those words, supposing he had written them? Vaness
found that this idea affected him strongly, although he realised that he would
like to believe that it was true.


 


5


 


THE HOUSE telephone buzzed. Vaness took up
the instrument. "A gentleman to see you downstairs, sir," said the
hall-porter. "Mr. Soames. Shall I send him up ?" 


"Yes,"
replied Vaness. "Ask him to come up, and if anyone wants to see me I'm
engaged."


He walked out
into the hall to meet the cheerful face of Inspector Soames, of Scotland Yard,
Ralston's official assistant. 


"Glad to
meet you, Mr. Vaness," said Soames, putting out his hand. "Mr.
Ralston suggested, if I had time, that I might come round and make your
acquaintance. He told me that he'd asked you to make nothing public at the
moment, and he said I could tell you just how far we'd got. The position is
briefly this. The medical evidence definitely stated that Strex was stabbed
from behind. It's also absolutely definite, by the position of the wound, he
could not have seen the individual who killed him. We've had the medical
evidence checked up from three different angles, and, for once, the doctors
agree. Strex must have died immediately he was stabbed. That produces a rather
peculiar situation. If Strex died at once he could not have written that word,
or those words, because the blood stain obliterated most of them on the
blotting paper. That means to say that he must have written them before he was
stabbed, which is interesting. I don't think that, there's any doubt about our
finding out exactly what he did write, because the chemical department of the
Yard are fairly certain that they will be able to read everything which was
written on the blotting-paper." 


"I see,"
said Vaness. "By the way, inspector, is Mr. Ralston at all definite about
how the murderer entered the house?"


Soames smiled a
little cynically. "Murderer, Mr. Vaness," he replied. " Why not
murderess? We've got a pretty good idea who pulled this job. There's a
daughter, a pretty determined sort of girl, I believe, and we've found out this
much about her. She was out on the night of the crime. She took her car from
the garage about twenty-two minutes before the actual time that Strex was
killed. I have the most substantial evidence that her car, which is a most
distinctive one, was seen driving away from the avenue in which Strex's house
is situated, immediately after the time that the murder took place." 


Vaness handed
the inspector a cigar. 


"That's
interesting, inspector," he said, "but you've not answered my
question." 


The inspector
shrugged his shoulders. "Well, of course," he said, "whoever it
was killed Strex went in by the front door. They must have gone in by the front
door."


Vaness's heart
gave a bound, but he betrayed nothing. 


"Why?"
he asked. 


"Well, it's
obvious,'' said Soames. "I was down at the house within fifteen minutes of
the time that you telephoned the Yard. You will remember that I sent Sergeant
Harris straight into the study while I questioned the butler. As Harris entered
you came out. After taking a look at. the body Harris examined the room. The
window was locked, for. as you know, they have no catch inside as is usual, but
an ordinary door lock to each window. So the murderer didn't come in that way."


Vaness nodded,
and looked into the fire. His heart was thumping wildly. Here was a point which
practically proved the innocence of the girl if the main points in her story
were true. Vaness remembered on entering the study that the window curtains
behind Strex were moving. Only two things could have caused them to move; that
the window behind them was open, and that the wind was moving them; or, two,
that while he was looking at the murdered man the murderer was still behind the
curtains-- he had not left the room until Sergeant Harris, who found the
windows locked, had entered it, so that one thing was clear to Vaness. While he
had been telephoning Scotland Yard, with his back to the window, the murderer
had passed out on to the lawn, locked the window behind him, and disappeared. 


Vaness felt so
excited that he could hardly conceal his elation. 


"What's the
next move in the game, Inspector?" he asked. 


"Well, I
suppose Mr. Ralston will take a statement from the girl," Soames replied "
The inquest will not be held until next week We arranged this because we
thought we'd like to have a little time to investigate. Nobody thought that
events would move so quickly. Ralston's pretty good. I, personally, should never
have thought of Durward's daughter, but old man Ralston could pull a motive out
of a hat, I think, if he wanted one. There seems to me no question about the
whole business. Of course, that fact that the girl's car was seen near Strex's
house is purely circumstantial evidence. On the other hand, people don't just
drive about for nothing. If the girl had some alibi in St. John's Wood she'll
be able to prove it. If not, I don't think that there's any doubt that she'll
give herself away when she makes a statement."


"When do
you propose to take this statement, Soames?"


The Yard man got
up, and picked up his hat.


"I'm not
quite certain, Mr Vaness," he said, "but I rather think that Ralston
will set! the girl to-morrow. He's putting rather a lot on this statement of
hers. He's a good cross-examiner you know, I think he'll trip her into an
admission all right. Well, I must be going," he continued. "I need a
rest. See yon soon, Mr. Vaness." 


He shook hands,
and departed briskly. Left to himself once again, Vaness reconsidered the
situation in the light of the new information. The fact that the girl's car had
been seen in the neighbourhood of Strex's house seemed to him to force the
necessity of telling Ralston the whole truth about the girl's visit to the
house. 


Vaness now felt
quite justified in doing this because he considered that his own evidence about
the French windows being open when he entered the room, and being locked when
Han-is examined them some considerable time after the girl had left the house,
would throw an entirely new complexion on the crime, and would force Ralston to
realise that the girl was innocent.


 


IT WAS PAST
midnight when the journalist arrived at Ralston's house. He had walked out to
St. John's Wood because had felt that it was necessary for him to arrange his
ideas in order that the detective should not be annoyed at the fact that he had
withheld an important part of the story. To Vaness' mind there was no question
that the episode of the French windows absolutely cleared Alexia. Somewhat
humorously, he began to feel rather sorry for Ralston, who would have to start
en an entirely new theory. 


He found the
detective seated in his den, writing in a large book with almost laborious
care. It struck Vaness, as he watched, that this care— this amazing genius for
taking pains, was the quality which had brought success to the majority of
Ralston's investigations. Thee older man listened carefully as the journalist
unfolded his story. Not once did Ralston appear surprised— like Vaness is was
too experienced to be surprised it anything that might happen in this world—
but from time to time he smiled, half-cynically.


When Vaness had
finished speaking, Ralston waved him to a chair, indicated the cigar box, and
then trundled his invalid chair round the desk and pulled up opposite his
visitor. 


"Did you
expect me to be surprised?" he queried. "Well, I'm not! I don't think
that I should be surprised at any thins that any member of the Durward family
did. They've got lots of brains, the Durwards, and it seems that the girl has
more than her fair share. 


"My lad,
you've been had on toast-- oh, don't jump down my throat, a pretty woman has
made a fool of better men than you and me-- she's had you on toast. Speaking
for myself, I'm glad, because this new aspect of the case definitely settles my
mind on one point..." 


"Which is?"
interposed Vaness. 


"That she
committed the murder. I'm sure of that now," said the detective. "Put
briefly, your story is this: the girl admits that she went to Strex s house,
her reason being that she wished to ask him not to give the interview. When she
arrived the front door was ajar, and she went straight to the study. Strex was
dead. She immediately rushed out of the house leaving the front door still
open. She get into her car and drove away. During the few minutes elapsed
between her departure and your arrival the front door is closed by some person
unknown— presumably inside the house and not the butler. When you entered the
study you observed the window curtains behind Strex moving as if they were
swayed by the wind, or by someone standing behind them. As you not leave the
room until the arrival of Harris who searched the place and found the windows
locked, you come to the conclusion that whilst you were telephoning the Yard with
your back to the windows, the person behind the curtains slipped out on to the
lawn at the back of the house, locking the window behind with the key which he
had removed.


"Well,
there isn't much wrong with your reasoning, my lad, except that it is based on
a false premise. It is quite probable that you-saw the curtains move whilst you
were standing looking at the body, but I can give you a very good reason for
that. There was a cat behind those curtains, it was asleep, and your entrance
into the room disturbed it. Probably whilst you were telephone it wandered past
you and went out of the room." 


Vaness laughed. "That's
as may be," he said. "but that is purely theory; juries are not
inclined to take very much notice of theories. You know, Ralston;  just as well
as I do that my evidence will break down any case against Alexia Durward."


"It won't,"
said Ralston shortly "You've given me a surprise this evening.  Now I'll
give you one. There was a cat behind that curtain, and the window was locked;
all the time. I know. I was with Strex before either the girl or you arrived."


"What!"
exclaimed the journalist. 


"I thought
that would surprise you." said Ralston. " Strex phoned me immediately
after you telephoned him for an appointment for your interview. He asked me to
come round and look through the notes he had taken on the Durward case in order
that he might plan out exactly what he should say to you. During our interview
he complained of feeling cold and got up from his chair and shut and locked the
French windows, put the key into his pocket where we found it when the body was
searched. When he drew hack the curtains I noticed a cat was asleep, lying at
the bottom of the window behind the curtain. This cat caused the curtains to
move whilst you were in the room—nothing else have done so.


"Well, don't
you see how this story entirely disproves what the girl told you? This letter
business is a fake for the purpose of casting suspicion on some person unknown.
The story that the front door was open when she arrived is a fake. When I left,
about fifteen minutes before her arrival, the butler shut the door after me.
She entered the house with a key which she had— a key which we found dropped at
the place where the wheel marks show her car stood while she was in the house. 


"I am sorry
to disappoint you, Vaness, but take it from me. Alexia Durward killed Strex,
and I shall have her for it as sure as you're alive." 
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AS VANESS walked slowly back to Garron
Mansions, he was conscious of a feeling of intense hopelessness. He had gone to
see Ralston firmly convinced that the arrival of the mysterious letter, and the
information with regard to the French windows would practically clear Alexia,
but now he realised how utterly the detective had smashed this theory. 


Vaness thought
that the coincidence of Ralston seeing Strex so soon before his death was
really quite a probable one. After all, Ralston was the man who had brought
Durward to justice, and it was very natural, more especially as Ralston lived
in the vicinity, that he should ask the detective to come round and discuss the
matter before giving the interview to Vaness which he had promised. On the
other hand, it seemed strange to the journalist that Strex should have asked
Ralston to come round to his house, and not himself gone to Ralston's. Strex
was an old man it was true, but Ralston was a cripple. The idea, flashed
suddenly into Vaness's mind that, the reason why Strex had asked Ralston to
visit him was that he wished to show the detective certain documents connected
with the case, documents, possibly, too bulky to be carried. This theory would
explain Strex's not going to see Ralston personally. 


It seemed to
Vaness that the detective knew more about the case than he admitted. His remark
with reference to the cat behind the curtains had very definitely smashed
Vaness's theory about the murderer being concealed there whilst he was in the
room. Now what was to be done? He had nothing to work on, no possible clue on
which he could start an impending line of investigation. 


To find the
writer of the anonymous letter would be like looking for a needle in a
haystack. It was, therefore, with a heavy heart that he let himself into his
flat. He switched on the lights, walked over to the fireplace, and, putting his
hands on the mantlepiece, gazed in the embers of the dying fire. It seemed to
him that it was becoming impossible not to consider that the girl had committed
the crime. A neighbouring clock struck two. Subconsciously Vaness raised his
head to check the time by his own clock on the mantlepiece.. Propped against
the clock was a letter addressed to Anthony Vaness, Esq., and, as Vaness
reached for it, he knew that it was from Alexia. He tore it open with impatient
fingers, and read:— 


 


Dear Mr.
Vaness.— Another letter has been delivered at my flat to-day which I enclose.
The mystery seems to deepen every minute. I have done nothing about this
letter, and shall do nothing until I hear from you. I do hope that you have
progressed since I saw you last. I cannot tell you how grateful I am to you for
your help. Will you telephone me to-morrow morning? Sincerely yours. Alexia
Durward. 


 


Vaness put her
note in his pocket, and turned his attention to the enclosure. It was written
on the same common paper as the first letter, and in the same, obviously
disguised, handwriting. Vaness read : 


 


Dear Miss
Durward, — 


By this time
Ralston will be convinced that you are the murderess of Hugo Strex. Every
possible thread of evidence points that way. Only one person will believe that
you are innocent. That person is yourself, but, believe me, that won't save
your neck. The coroner will open a formal invest tomorrow morning, and Ralston
will ask for an adjournment of a week or ten days in order to complete his
enquiries. At the end of that period you will be under arrest, and I wouldn't
give 'tuppence' for your chances. Therefore, you will be well advised to take
my tip and act immediately as follows. To-morrow night go out to Pinner so as
to arrive at eleven o'clock. Tell nobody, and take nobody with you. At 11.10
Police-Constable Selks will come off duty, and report at the Pinner Section
House. A few minutes after that he will leave for his house in Grange Road.
Wait for him at 11.15 at the south end of Grange Road. He will be expecting to
see you. Selks can tell you whom the man was who murdered Hugo Strex. but he
will only tell you and nobody else. If you act promptly after seeing Selks you
will be able to save yourself. Unless you take my tip you will find yourself
pushed off a six-feet drop within two months.


—A Friend of
Your Father's 


P.S.—I made a
mistake. They use a four-feet drop for a woman.


 


Vaness whistled.
Here was more mystery. Ralston's idea that Alexia was writing these letters to
herself seemed to him to be arrant nonsense in the light of this new missive.
What motive could the girl possibly have for writing such a letter, which, as
far as Vaness could see, would not help her in any way. Another thing, the
writer of this letter betrayed an extraordinary knowledge of Ralston's
movements. It was only half-an hour ago that Ralston had told him that the in
quest would be held next day, and that he, Ralston, would ask for a ten days' adjournment
in order to complete his inquiries. Yet the writer of this letter, which
apparently had been written some hours before, knew exactly what Ralston
intended to do, or, on the other hand, was it merely a good guess? 


Was it possible,
thought Vaness. that there was someone actually in the police force or at
Scotland Yard who knew something about the Strex murder? Who was this
Police-Constable Selks whom Alexia was asked to meet in a deserted suburb of
London at 11.15 at night 


Vaness flung his
hat into the corner, lit a cigarette, threw himself into an armchair. and
thought. He realised that his first business was to endeavour to find out what
was the motive behind the letters. It somebody had written the first letter,
the one in which the girl was asked to go to Strex's house, in all innocence,
and not with the intention of hanging the crime on to her, and, after this, had
written the second letter, which on the face of it, appeared to be an attempt
to help her, for the purpose of endeavouring to prove the girl's innocence, why
didn't the writer of these letters come forward and say whatever he or she had
to say? What motive kept this mysterious person in the background? 


Taking another
line, supposing, for the sake of argument, this second letter was as dangerous
as the first. Supposing that just as the letter had caused Alexia to see him,
Vaness. and then go on to Strex's house, thereby becoming implicated in the
crime, why should this second letter not be an attempt to implicate her still
further? 


 


VANESS went to
the sideboard and made himself a cup of coffee over a spirit-lamp. As he drank
it he realised that there was something he could do. and he made up his mind to
do it promptly. Putting down his empty coffee cup, he took his hat. walked down
to the garage, got out his car, and drove down to the offices of The Daily
Sun. 


Five minutes
afterwards he entered the office of the night editor.


"Hallo,
Vaness," said Sparkes. "what are you doing here? Got some 'copy' to
turn in for the Strex murder?" 


"Nothing
doing in that direction, yet, Sparkes," replied Vaness. "Old man
Ralston has asked me to shut up till he's ready, and then we're going to have
the story first, and, as far as I can see, it's going to be a story. By the
way, I've got an idea that I'm going to link up this Strex case with the
Durward case. You remember it. Sparkes I believe you were a reporter at the
time, and there are one or two facts I'd like verified. Do you remember who
covered that case for the paper?" 


Sparkes grinned.
"I did." he said. "That's why it was so well done. The story of
the Durward case was one of the biggest scoops the Daily Sun ever had.
Why, we ran a special edition for it. John Durward very nearly kicked the
bottom out of the market when Ralston pinched him. The whole thing was a nine
days' wonder, I remember..." 


"Never mind
what you remember," interrupted Vaness. "It's a marvellous thing, but
a reporter's never happy unless he's telling somebody how clever he is or was,
and you're not a reporter now, Sparkes. You've descended in the world. You're
only a night editor, which, as you know, is the lowest type of animal. Here's
what I want to ask you. When you were on the Durward case did you ever hear of
a police officer called Selks?" 


"Did I not?"
said Sparkes, puffing at his pipe. He leaned over his desk, and Vaness realised
that he was at last going to get some information. "This lad Selks,"
continued Sparkes. "did himself a bit of no good over the Durward case. At
the time he was a detective-sergeant, and marked for further promotion, I
believe, at the Yard. Old Ralston was an inspector in those old days, and
Detective-Sergeant Selks, as he was then, was assigned to assist Ralston on the
Durward case. After the trial Ralston discovered that the Durward crowd had,
when proceedings were started, tried to straighten Selks' front; in other
words, graft him, and whether Selks accepted the bribe or not, I don't know.
Anyhow. Ralston, who, as you know, is as sharp as a needle, got an idea that
something was wrong, and when he'd got old Durward safely stowed away in
Parkhurst he began to do a little investigation with reference to
Detective-Sergeant Selks. The results were never made public, but there's no
doubt that Ralston was able to prove to the Scotland Yard authorities that
Selks had committed some sort of misdemeanour, because, two months later.
Detective-Sergeant Selks was transferred to Pinner, and you know what it means
when a Scotland Yard detective is transferred to a place like Pinner. It's very
nearly as good as the sack." 


"Selks, who
had seemed a promising young fellow before the Durward case, went to pieces in
his transfer to Pinner, and he made a fool of himself on several occasions.
Nothing sufficient to get him dismissed from the force, but a lot of silly,
quibbling, little idiocies— cheeking his superiors, and things like that. The
result was he began to go down the scale even more, and the last thing I heard
was that he was a plain-clothes policeman attached to the Sub-Section House at North
Pinner. He'd even managed to lose his three stripes." 


"I see,"
said Vaness.


Here was news.
For some reason, it seemed to Vaness that he had at last put his finger on some
point from which he could work. The information which Sparkes had just given him
about Selks at least proved that the writer of the two mysterious letters knew
what he was talking about. Vaness wondered just what it was the
Police-Constable Selks had to say to Alexia Durward. He wondered, too. how it
was that the writer of the letter knew that Selks had something to say. If
Selks were prepared to meet Alexia the following night at 11.15, in Pinner,
then it stood to reason that there had been some sort of conversation between
him and the writer of the letter. It seemed simple to Vaness. He had somehow
got to get the name of the writer of that letter from Selks, and he made up his
mind that if he had to use Chinese torture to do it he was going to do it.


 


HE BADE Sparkes goodnight, ran down to the
street, and drove back to Garron Mansions. He had already made up his mind what
he was going to do. He was going to allow Alexia to take no chances. Acting on
the supposition that the letter was an attempt (for some reason best known to
the writer) to get Alexia to Pinner the following night, then Vaness would
spoil this little idea by definitely forbidding her to go. He, himself, would
keep the appointment at 11.15, at the south end of Grange Road, and when
Police-Constable Selks appeared he had got to talk Vaness took the girl's note
from his pocket. Her telephone number was on it, and, walking over to the
telephone, he rang her. It took ten minutes to get through, but he was rewarded
by the sound of a soft and rather sleepy voice asking who it was. 


"Listen,
Miss Durward," he said, " this is Vaness speaking. I've done a bit of
checking up on Police-Constable Selks, and I rather think that I may have a
clue at last. One thing you definitely must not do. You are not to go
anywhere near Pinner to-morrow night. At ten o'clock I want you to come round
here to my rooms. I shall be going out to Pinner myself. You will stay here
until I return, and several people will know that you're here. This time I'm
going to see that you have a perfect alibi. I'm taking this precaution in case
this letter is another attempt to get you in a little deeper over the Strex
business, and whatever Po! ice-Constable Selks was going to say to you he can
say to me. Do you understand "


"Yes, I do,
Mr. Vaness," she answered, " and I'll do whatever you say. I'll tell
you how grateful I am when I see you to morrow night." 


"Don't
worry about that," said Vaness " Keep cheerful, and be here tomorrow
at ten. I'll be glad to see you. Goodnight. Alexia." 


He hung up the
receiver, and it was not until he had done so that he realised that he had
called the girl by her first name.







 


NEXT MORNING
found Vaness at the coroner's inquest. This was a mere formality, as everyone
knew it would be, and, on the request of the police authorities, the inquest
was adjourned for ten days. 


Ralston, sitting
in his chair, his round face as good-humoured as ever, nodded smilingly to
Vaness, and when the proceedings were over joined him in the corner where
press-men were discussing the crime. 


"Well, my
lad," he said, "give me a hand down the steps, and I'll be obliged."



Vaness assisted
Soames to carry Ralston and his chair down the steps which led to the coroner's
court. When they had stowed him safely into his car he beckoned Vaness to join
him. 


"If you're
not going anywhere else," said the detective, " I'll drop you at your
place." The car started, and soon they were threading their way through
the London traffic. 


"Well, have
you got any more bright ideas?" said the detective with a humorous grin. "Mind
you, I think it's a good thing for a press-man not to be swayed too much by
what policemen think. There's always the other side of the question, although,
in this case, my lad, you're backing a loser." 


"That's as
may be," said Vaness, "but I'm thoroughly convinced in my own mind
now that the girl's innocent. What do you think of this?" He handed the
second anonymous letter to Ralston who read it, and then smiled as he handed it
back. 


"Well,"
said the detective, "I think it was written by the same person who wrote
the first one, and if I'm allowed one guess I'd say that person was Alexia
Durward. Now, look here, young fellow, don't you realise that this girl is
making a fool of you? She's got brains all right, like her father had, and she
knows that we're going to get her for this murder. Obviously, then, the thing
for her to do is to draw as many red herrings across the trail as possible. It's
an old dodge indulged in by bri.iny criminals. She's producing new
evidence—evidence which we shall prove is worthless, but which she thinks will
possibly affect the minds of the jury at her trial. She's set herself out to
create the idea that someone else has committed this murder, and that that
someone had enough brains to endeavour to hang the whole business on to her.
Take it from me, she wrote that letter.


"Vaness lit
a cigarette. "All right," he said, " for the sake of argument
let's imagine that you're right. Let's take it for granted that she wrote both
the letters. Very well, how is it that she has the knowledge which the writer
of these letters certainly possesses? In the first place, how did she know that
The Daily Sun had commissioned me to write those crime stories? How did
she know that the inquest this morning would be adjourned for ten cays, and how
did she know about this fellow, Selks?" 


"All
perfectly obvious questions," answered Ralston, " and each one with a
perfectly, obvious answer. It stands to reason that before this crime was
planned she had enough sense to investigate the circumstances surrounding it.
She probably heard through somebody in the Daily Sun offices about your
writing the story of the Durward trial. Don't you see that that's just the time
when a clever criminal would elect to act? She had to act pretty quickly
because, otherwise, Strex might have given away something which she wanted kept
quiet. By coming round to you, asking you not to write the stuff, informing you
that she was going on to Strex's place, and then producing the first letter
which told her to go there, she creates a motive other than that of killing
Strex. I know perfectly well that at her trial, when she's asked why she went
to Strex's house, she will say because she received the anonymous letter
telling her to do so. 


"That's her
get-out. We know that she went to Strex's house for the purpose of shutting his
mouth, and nothing else. When she found she could not. do this by fair means,
she used fool, means, that's all. This girl is clever enough to prepare
beforehand an excuse for anything she's going to do. I admire this in her. Most
criminals do the job first, and think of the excuse afterwards " 


"All right,"
slid Vaness. "be that as it may. But how does she know about Selks " 


"That too,
is perfectly obvious," said Ralston. "Remember that Alexia Durward
was seventeen at the time of her father's trial, and, I don't mind telling you
that if anyone could have got him off she would have. She was a tough witness.
She swore black was white, and green was blue. Luckily, our evidence was so
strong, and so obviously truthful, that the jury didn't believe a word she
said, although I'm certain that most of them sympathised with her. They always
do with a pretty girl. Now, Selks, who was then a Detective-Sergeant at the
Yard, was working with me on this case, and whilst we wore getting our evidence
I had an intuition that something funny was going on. I sent Selks to interview
several witnesses, and take statements. When I read these statements it seemed
to me that most of them were in favour of John Durward. 


"One day I
took the trouble of checking up a statement which Selks had taken from a
witness, and I found that this statement had been modified, and generally cut
about and altered by Selks to such an extent hat, had I not seen the witness
myself, and got the true story from him, well, we should never have bothered to
put him in the box, which is just what Selks Wanted. Unfortunately, I was never
able to prove that Selks had been got at. But I'd bet my last penny that Miss
Alexia Durward had bribed Selks in order to get him to alter and modify
statements so that they would read in her father's favour. 


"As I say,
I couldn't prove anything, but after Durward was convicted I put the whole
thing up to the authorities at Scotland Yard, and, although Selks denied
vehemently that had been grafted, they evidently didn't believe him, for they
transferred him to Pinner, and I don't know of anything worse that could happen
to a policeman. 


"Apparently
they were justified. Selks record since then hasn't been particularly good.
After his first quarrel with the authorities for something or other —I forget
what it was— they reduced him to the rank of constable, hoping and believing he
would reform, but, for some reason known to himself, he didn't do so. 


"What's
more natural, therefore," confirmed Ralston, "than that the girl,
having made use of Selks in her father's trial, now proposes to make use of him
again in her own? Do you see my point?


Vaness nodded. "You're
a horrible fellow, Ralston," he said. "Every time make myself believe
that I've got a new line on this case you very carefully and very logically
smash the whole thing to pieces. Still, I'm not dead yet. I believe that Alexia
Durward is innocent, and I'm going to try and prove it."


"Why not?"
said Ralston. "Go right ahead. Wouldn't it make a wonderful headline? 'Leading
Crime Journalist Confounds Scotland Yard!' But, take it from me, you'll never
see that in print. I've told you before that it's always the person who least
looks like a murderer that is one. Ever seen a photograph of Crippen? You have?
Well, will you find me a more good-natured and nicer-looking gentleman? Do you
remember the Sedden trial? Another nice-looking killer. Believe me, the person
who looks like a murderer never is one, and I think you will one day agree that
under the rather charming exterior of our friend, Miss Durward, lies a very
cruel and calculating brain. Well, here we are, I expect I'll be seeing you
soon. When you've got some fresh clues let me know. In the meantime, rest
assured I'll have your Alexia at the Old Bailey inside a month. So long, Vaness."



Vaness waved
back from the pavement. Although he had agreed as to the logic of Ralston's
theories, he was not satisfied in his heart. He ascended to his flat, and rang
the girl.


"The
inquest's over," he told her. It's been adjourned for ten days as we
thought. We've got to get a move on, I think because it's certain, unless
something wonderful turns up, that you'll be arrested during the next week. Don't
lose heart. Everything's going to be all right, and don't forget that you're to
be round here at ten sharp to-night." 


"I promise,"
said the girl. "Tell me. Mr. Vaness, did you tell Mr. Ralston about the
second letter? You did? Didn't that make any difference?" 


"Not very
much, I'm afraid," said the journalist. Ralston's got an idea in his head
that some attempt was made during your fathers trial to bribe Selks. he
believes, too, that Selks is a bad hat, and that he would allow himself to be
grafted again in his business. No, Ralston isn't inclined to believe anything
at all about the Selks business, except that you're making an endeavour to
confuse the issue. Never mind, though. Don't worry. Everything will be all
right."


Vaness said "Good-bye,"
and hung up the receiver. But he did not feel as cheerful as he sounded. He
realised how intensely the girl must be suffering. She must know that she was
being watched, that every movement she made was under the surveillance of
Scotland Yard, and that the arm of the law was only biding its own time until
it, stretched out its fingers to take her. 


 


THE DAY DRAGGED wearily through. Every
minute seemed like ten to Vaness, who was impatient to see what the interview
with Selks would bring forth. In spite of what Ralston had said about Selks,
Vaness believed that no police officer of Selks' experience was going to be foolish
enough to allow himself to be brought into this business without having
something to say which, .at least, sounded like the truth. Against this Vaness
could not help realising that if Selks really knew something in Alexia's favour
it was his duty to have come forward earlier in the proceedings and make a
statement. 


At last ten o'clock
arrived. It was a drizzly, foggy, night, and, looking from his window, Vaness
was only able to see the half-obscured lights of the street lamps. Presently he
heard the sound of a car, and felt his heart thump with excitement at the
thought of seeing the girl. 


As he ran down
the stairs to the entrance to meet her, the journalist realised that his brain
had been so busy on the intricacies of the case that he had hardly given a
thought to himself and her as personalities. He realised, half angrily, that
this girl was beginning to mean more to him than mere "copy". 


As she entered
the mansions she was smiling, and her cheeks were prettily flushed. She held
out both her hands to Vaness. 


"I'm
delighted to see you looking so well," he said. "What's the cause of
it?" 


"Did you
expect to see me looking like a ghost?" she answered prettily, "or
like the newspapers like to think the conventional murderess looks—a haggard
female, glancing always over her shoulder to see if she's being watched? I know
I'm being watched, but I'm not allowing it to worry me very much. You see,
being innocent, I don't think that anything horrible can happen to me." 


"Of course
it won't," said Vaness. "But we mustn't stand here in the cold. Come
upstairs." 


He led her into
his sitting-room, and took her coat.


"My
sister-in-law will be here in a minute," he said. "I rang her tip,
and asked her to come round here so that you shouldn't be alone. I've given orders
that you're to have sandwiches and tea. There are lots of books, or, if you
like, you can even read one or two things written by that well-known
journalist, Anthony Vaness." 


"I should
like to do that," she said. She looked at him mischievously. "Do you
think I've got sufficient intelligence to understand the writing of this famous
journalist?" she asked. 


Vaness grinned. "
I expect so," he said. "You've got courage haven't you? I think you're
very brave to make yourself appear to be so light-hearted when, underneath, you
must be worrying terribly." He took her hands. "Don't worry," he
said, " too much. Somehow, I'm certain that this is going to come out
right." 


She looked back
at him. Her eyes were very soft. "I feel that, too," she said. "Funnily
enough, it's only since thin morning that I've felt like that. I think you're
awfully good to me. I don't know what I'd do without you." 


"Don't you?"
said Vaness. "I haven't done very much, but I hope before we're through,
that I shall have done much more. Anyway, I can hear the step of my esteemed
relative on the stairs." 
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VANESS'S SISTER-in-law, a middle-aged,
cheerful woman, entered the flat, bringing with her an atmosphere of good
cheer. The journalist had tactfully explained to her the circumstances when he
had telephoned her earlier in the day, and she, like most women, was glad to
feel that she was taking part in something which savoured a little of the
mysterious. Vaness almost forgot the more important business of the evening as
they sat in front of the fire and talked about everything except the Strex
murder, and it was almost with regret that at quarter-past-ten he put on a
leather overcoat, and, bidding them "Au revoir," went off to
get his car. 


Outside London
the fog had lifted a little, but the streets were wet and greasy, and Vaness
drove carefully. His mind was busy with the interview which lay before him. He
found himself wondering what manner of man this Selks was, whether he would be
truculent, or whether, if his information was worth while, he would be prepared
to come out in the open and state frankly what he know. Vaness realised, too,
that even it he were successful in persuading Selks to adopt this course the
policeman's evidence would be somewhat discounted by his record that it would
be only natural that Ralston would do his utmost to question the veracity of a
witness whose reputation was not of the first quality. 


Then he allowed
his mind to drift back to the girl as he had seen her last--smiling, almost
happy, as she talked. A thought came to him almost as a shock, the sudden
realisation of why he was taking all this trouble over a business that seemed
almost hopeless.


Vaness had begun
to realise that in fighting for this girl he was fighting for himself, that
behind all his scheming and planning lay the protective instinct of a man to
fight for the woman he loves. Sitting impatiently at the wheel, Vaness cursed
the slippery roads and his tyres, which, very worn, skidded easily, and
necessitated careful driving. Arrived at Pinner, it took him some little time
to find Grange Road, but eventually, after being misdirected twice, he found
it. 


The road was a
long one, bounded on either side by the usual type of suburban house, with an
occasional tree here and there. One or two street lamps illuminated the
darkness weakly. Altogether. Vaness thought, Grange Road was a most
unprepossessing place. He drove slowly along, for he had gathered that it was
the far end of the road at which the appointment with Selks had been made. 


As he drove
along Vaness wondered what sort of brain this Selks possessed, and just how
much trouble he was going to give. By all accounts Selks was a fairly truculent
customer. Vaness realised that the London policeman gets a very square deal
from his superiors, and the fact that Selks had, first of all, been
transferred, and then reduced, did not influence Vaness to think favourably of
his character. On the other hand he must have been a fairly obstinate man to
stay on in the police-force after being reduced when, as Ralston had pointed
out, everybody thought and hoped he would resign. 


All things
considered, the more he thought of it the more he was inclined to believe that
Ralston's theory about Selks was correct. Vaness's mind was divided into two
parts. The one part drawn irresistibly to Alexia; trying hard to believe in her
innocence in spite of all evidence to the contrary, and endeavouring to seize
on every favourable point and multiply it in her favour. The other side of
Vaness's mind, the logical side, realised that the actual weight of evidence,
and the theories adduced by Ralston, were almost incontrovertible. 


Vaness rounded a
bend in this interminable Grange Road, and was astounded to see that there was
at least another half mile of road before him. the road seemed to get more
dreary and desolate as he progressed. The houses now were smaller and detached.
On the right and left of him open, dank, green spaces showed up fitfully in the
light of his headlights. He thought that this was a most peculiar place for an
appointment, but it fitted with the other grim, and somewhat grotesque features
in the case. 


Suddenly Vaness
was awakened from his half reverie. Somewhere ahead of him came the strident
blast of a police-whistle; then another; then a shout. He trod on his
accelerator, and the car leapt forward. In the darkness, in spite of his
headlights, Vaness could hardly see where he was going. Then twenty yards in
front of him he saw the figure of a policeman with his hand up. 


Vaness jammed on
his brakes, and pulled up. The policeman came up to the car, and put his head
in. "Sorry to trouble you, sir," he said, " but I'll be obliged
if you drive straight down the road, take the first on the left, and drive down
until you find a police station. Would you go in, ask for Inspector Durrant,
and say that Morgan would like the ambulance sent along." 


"Certainly,"
replied Vaness. "Has there been an accident? I hope this job won't take me
long because I've got an appointment here with a policeman who, I think, is
attached to your station— Police-Constable Selks. Do you know him?" 


The policeman
looked at him queerly. "I know him all right, sir," he said, "but
I'm afraid he won't be able to keep that appointment. He's just been shot on
the corner of the road here-- I found him two minutes ago as I was going off
duty. I've blown my whistle, but there's nobody much around here to hear it. Be
as quick as you can, sir." 


Vaness
re-started his car, and drove toward the police-station as he had been
directed. His mouth was set in a grim line, but his eyes were bright. His
theory about the letters was the right one. and Ralston was wrong. Alexia had
been sent the first letter telling her to meet Strex that night Strex was
murdered. Had she come to meet Selks she could just as easily have been accused
of his murder. Vaness felt in his pocket for a cigarette. Things were becoming
interesting!


 


SITTING in a
little tea-shop in Pinner High Street, where he had driven after seeing Selks'
body taken away, Vaness conned over the events of the evening. So far as could
be gathered, Selks had left the police-station to go off duty at eleven o'clock.
The police-station was ten minutes' walk from the south end of Grange Road, and
Morgan, who had left the police-station to go off duty at
five-minutes-past-eleven, and who had hurried because of the rain, had found
Selks lying in the gutter at thirteen-minutes-past-eleven. The Divisional Police-Surgeon,
hurriedly summoned to the scene of the murder, and stated quite decidedly that
Selks had been killed only a minute or two before Morgan found him. Vaness had
made the most of his time. He had informed Inspector Durrant at the station
that he was the representative of The Daily Sun, and, although he had
been asked to give his word not to publish any details of the murder until
further police investigations had taken place, he had elicited from the
Inspector Selks' private address, for it occurred to him that the wife of the
murdered constable might possibly be able to give him some information. 


Vaness now
firmly believed that Alexia was the victim of a plot. His first, impulse had
been to drive back to London immediately, see Ralston, and acquaint him with
the facts, but, on second thoughts, Vaness had decided to say nothing to
Ralston immediately. he believed that the detective honestly and sincerely
believed Alexia to be guilty of the Strex murder, he would probably scoff at
Vaness's new theory as he had scoffed at his previous ones, and he would
probably quite sincerely endeavour to prove that the Selks murder was
unconnected with the first one. 


Vaness realised
that however honest-minded a police-officer may be he is always inclined to
find evidence to prove that someone is guilty just because he thinks that
person is guilty. Sitting in the teashop, smoking cigarette, after cigarette,
Vaness realised that if he kept quiet he held the trump card. If Alexia were
arrested within the next three or four clays, a proceeding which Vaness thought
extremely probable, he felt that it would be good policy to hold the evidence
of the second letter, and the connection between the writer and the Strex and
Selks murders, a secret to be produced only when Alexia was charged before the
magistrate. This idea was based on the remark Ralston himself had made. he had
said during their drive from the coroner s court that a clever criminal will
always produce as much conflicting evidence as he can, even if he has to manufacture
it, but in this case the evidence certainly was not manufactured, and Vaness
thought oven the strictest magistrate would be justified in refusing to commit
an accused person for trial in face of the evidence of two letters and the
theory that the individual who had murdered Selks— and who could not possibly
be Alexia— was the same individual who had murdered Strex. 


Under these
circumstances, Vaness thought that while he was prepared to listen to any
theory that Ralston might have to produce about the Selks murder he would
divulge nothing to anyone. He made up his mind that he would not even discuss
it with Alexia. He believed that if luck favoured him he might have found a
starting point from which he could build up his case against Ralston's. 


 


VANESS wondered
if Mrs. Selks, the wife of the murdered man, could say anything which would
throw any light on the business. She might know nothing. On the other hand she
might have ideas. Vaness had originally decided to interview her the next day,
but he now thought that it would be a good thing to do this immediately. From
the psychological angle he considered that she would he much more inclined to
talk after she had got over the shock of hearing that hex husband had been
murdered. The idea of intruding on a woman's grief did not appeal very much to
Vaness, but, at the same time, he realised that Alexia's freedom might depend
on anything which Mrs. Selks had to say. 


Vaness paid his
bill, left the tea-shop, and drove off. Further down the road he found a
telephone-box where he rang through to his flat and spoke to Alexia. In a few
words he informed her as to what had happened at Pinner, and that he believed
that, although he had been unable to talk to Selks, possibly this new crime
would be a potent factor in proving her case. Then, with a cheerful word or
two, he rang off, and, after some difficulty, found the house of
Police-Constable Selks, which stood on the far side of Pinner. 


Mrs. Selks,
though heartbroken at the news which she received, was quite prepared to talk.
It seemed to Vaness that she was well acquainted with the salient points in her
husband's career and, like most wives, firmly believed that injustice had been
done to him. 


Sitting in the
cheaply-furnished, but spotlessly-clean sitting room, Vaness listened to her
story and wondered whether it was absolutely true, or whether her belief in her
husband caused her to exaggerate in his favour. She sat looking straight before
her, her eyes dark-rimmed with crying, her fingers plucking at the arms of the
chair in which she sat. 


"You may
not believe me, Mr. Vaness," she said, " when I tell you that I am
truly not surprised at what has happened to my husband. For years he has been
dogged! Somebody, some unseen hand has tried to ruin him. During the Durward
case he was accused of being bribed by the other side. I know this is a lie. He
was the best and straightest man in the world, and no one on earth could have
bought him. After the Durward case was over, all sorts of accusations were
brought against him. I am not saying that there was not some ground for them.
He had been, as I told him. foolish during the Durward trial, because my
husband was a man who believed in his own abilities as a detective, and he was
firmly convinced in his heart that John Durward was innocent. I believe that
this thought might have tempted him to have stretched one or two points in
Durward's favour at a time when he was supposed to be securing evidence against
him. but I don't believe that he ever altered any evidence or faked any
statement which was made to him by a witness. They couldn't prove anything
against him. 


"On the
other hand, they wouldn't believe his side of the story, and he was transferred
here to Pinner. I'm not saying for a moment that Inspector Ralston. who was in
charge of the Durward case, was an enemy of my husband. He came out here after
I came here to live, and pointed out that his action as regards my husband had
been practically forced on him by the authorities at the Yard, although I could
see that he himself believed that the charges were true. He advised my husband
to do nothing, but to carry on with his job here at Pinner, and he promised
that he would do everything he could, if ever an opportunity arose, to get him
reinstated. 


"Unfortunately,
my husband wasn't the type of man to take anyone's advice. He was nursing a
grievance against Inspector Ralston. Scotland Yard, and everybody else. He
became irascible and bad-tempered, and he used to be the best-tempered man in
the world. Never a moment of the day passed but what he was planning and
scheming to make what he called "a comeback." His attitude soon made
him unpopular with his superior officers here in Pinner, and I m afraid, to a
great extent, he deserved his unpopularity. Then, after some quibbling row at
the station, he was reduced to police-constable and, although he could have
resigned and had his pension, he refused to do so because he believed that
while he stayed on in the police some opportunity might arise which would
enable him to prove that they were wrong about him, and so secure his
reinstatement." 


"Have you
any idea, Mrs. Selks, asked Vaness, "as to who would be likely to murder
your husband?"


"Not the
slightest," she replied. "I can't understand it at all, and I can't
understand what he was doing in Grange Road. He never comes home that way.
There's a short cut from the police station through a lane opposite, which he
always takes."  


"Do you
know if-he received any letter, or anyone had made an appointment with him in
Grange Road?" asked the journalist. 


"He had a
letter yesterday morning, she replied, "and I was rather surprised,
because immediately after reading it he tore it up. I know all his business,
and when he gets letters he usually throws them across to me to read, but he didn't
do so on this occasion. He just read the letter, frowned and put it in his
pocket. After a minute, he took out the letter and read it again. Then he tore
it up and walking over to the fireplace, threw the pieces in the fire. I haven't
any idea what it was, for he never said a word about it to me."


Vaness
considered for a moment. Then he spoke. 


"Look here.
Mrs. Selks," he said, "I'm going to tell you the truth. I came out
here to Pinner to-night to meet your husband. A letter was sent to a friend of mine
saying that he would be coming off duty and would be at the south end of Grange
Road at 11-15. I was to meet him because the writer of the letter suggested
that your husband knew quite a lot about this Strex murder which you've
probably read about in the papers. I came out to-night, and when I arrived in
Grange Road your husband bad apparently been murdered a few minutes before. Do
you know if lie knew anything about the Strex case?" 


She thought for
a moment. 


"I don t
know anything," she said, "only this: 


"When the
report of the Strex murder was in the newspapers that morning when be picked up
his paper at breakfast, and read it, he laughed. I thought it funny that he
should laugh because someone had been murdered, and told him so, but he simply
smiled as he put the newspaper in his pocket, and muttered something about 'they
always get what's coming to them in the long run.' That's all I know." 


"Look here,
Mrs. Selks," said Vaness, "would you do me a favour? Has your husband
any private papers, or a diary. or anything that I could look at. and would you
mind if I went through them? I've got an idea that the murder if your husband
and the Strex murder are associated in some way. I'd be awfully obliged to you
if you'd let me look at anything he has." 


She thought for
a moment. 


"There's a
box upstairs," she said, "in which he kept a lot of old papers. I
think some of them had something to do with the Durward case. He used to go up
there at night and make notes. I believe he was trying to work out how it was
that he was falsely accused about faking evidence, but he never seemed to do
anything about it, except write notes. If you like to look at those papers you're
welcome. Mr. Vaness."


"Thank you,
Mrs. Selks," said the journalist. " I would like to look through
them. As a matter of fact, I wonder if you've ever seen any writing like this."
He felt in his pocket and took out the second letter to Alexia, the letter
telling her to meet Selks. He folded it over so that Mrs Selks could only see
the bottom half of the letter.


"Tell me,"
he said, "have you ever seen that writing before?"


The woman looked
intently at the folded letter which he held before her eyes. In a minute she
spoke. My God!" she said. "That's Garrington's handwriting.
Garrington wrote that letter."


Vaness looked
up. 


"Garrington,"
he echoed, "and who is Garrington?"


She hesitated. 'My
husband made me promise, she said, "that I would never talk about this
business to anybody, because his reason was, of course, that he hoped to clear
up the whole matter; but, as he is dead, I don't see why I shouldn't tell you,
Mr. Vaness; and if you could find out the truth of all this business, even
after my poor man is dead, it would, at least, mean something to me.


"My husband
never saw Garrington in his life, but he first heard of him during the Durward
trial, ten years ago. When Selks was first assigned to this case he helped
Chief-Inspector Ralston. About three or four days after he had started taking
statements from the people concerned he received an anonymous letter written in
the same handwriting as the letter which you've just shown me. At first he took
no notice, but afterwards he was very keen to find out who the writer of this
letter was. He became more keen because as the Durward case progressed, so he
received more and more of these mysterious letters. The letters, in each case,
contained some definite bint as to how my husband should conduct his
investigations. They made all sorts of suggestions that, certain witnesses were
not speaking the truth, and, although the , letters were not in any way
favourable of John Durward's case, my husband had a decided idea that something
was wrong, and that the whole business was much more mysterious than it seemed
on the surface. 


"Eventually
a letter arrived informing my husband that if he would be prepared to falsify
one or two statements taken from important witnesses the writer would be
prepared to pay him a large sum of money. A meeting place was mentioned, and my
husband was asked to be there. It was a little tea-shop off Cursitor Street at
four o'clock on a Thursday afternoon. My husband had said nothing of these
letters to his superiors. He was a terribly keen police-officer, and he was
hoping that, by continuing an independent investigation he would be able to
throw a new light on the Durward case, as his idea was, when he had completed
this case, to take it to Ralston and get any kudos that there was for himself. 


"He told
me, therefore, that he would keep this appointment, and that if this
individual, whose name he didn't know at the time, turned up, my husband
intended to arrest him on a charge of attempted bribery, and get to the bottom
of the business. On the afternoon he went off to keep this appointment. Soon
afterwards there came an urgent message from Inspector Ralston asking my
husband to go to Scotland Yard at once, so I went after him to give him this
message. 


"As I
approached the little tea-shop I saw a man hanging about on the other side of
the narrow street. He was a tall man, with a mass of fair hair— l noticed this
because he wore no hat— and bushy eyebrows. He had a big moustache, too. I don't
know why, but I thought that he looked rather like a seafaring man. I went into
the cafe, found my husband, and gave him the chief-inspector's message. He said
that the writer of the mysterious letters hadn't appeared, but in my heart I
was certain that the man I had seen waiting on the other side of the road was
the man— the man who we afterwards thought was Garrington. 


"I told my
husband, and we left at once, but when we got outside the man was gone.
Afterwards it seemed a deliberate plot to throw suspicion on my husband,
because, when he was accused after the trial of accepting bribes, he was asked
if he had kept an appointment with someone who had written him letters offering
him money. He had to admit that he had, and I don't think they believed him
when he said that he was doing this from the point of view of duty, and not one
of personal interest. Afterwards, when he had been sent out here, he believed
that his hope of reinstatement lay in finding this man. He said that his name
was Garrington. How he had found out I don't know, but he was sure that that
was the man. He used to spend hours wandering about all sorts of weird places
in London looking for this Garrington. Every moment that he had off duty would
be spent on this same fruitless search. That's all I can tell you." 


"I see,"
said Vaness. "All this is very interesting, Mrs. Selks, and it makes me
more keen then ever on looking through any notes which your husband may have
made. It may still be possible to find this man, and I'm perfectly certain that
once we do find him we shall get some evidence which will not only clear up the
circumstances surrounding your husband's death, but may also enable us to prove
him innocent of the charges which were brought against him." 


Mrs. Selks rose
from the chair. 


"If you'll
come upstairs you can look through the papers," she said. She pressed her
handkerchief to her mouth in an endeavour to prevent a fresh outburst of
sobbing. "It was only last night," she continued, "that he was
up there writing." 


Vaness followed
her up the stairs. On the top floor of the house was a small room, an attic,
which had evidently been used as a box-room. The collection of litter had been
pushed away from one corner where a plain kitchen table stood— a table covered
with notebooks and closely-written sheets of paper. By the side of the table on
the floor was a large tin box.


Mrs. Selks
turned up the gas, and by its dim light Vaness sat down and looked through the
books. They were all concerned with the Durward case and the whereabouts of
Garrington. There were notes suggesting that certain districts in London should
be searched. There were the names of every cheap tavern and house of ill-repute
in the Pennyfields district of Limehouse. Vaness realised with some amazement
that Selks must have spent weeks and months of his life checking up and
collating this mass of evidence and suggestions.


 


HE TURNED his
attention to the tin box which stood by the side of the table. It was locked,
but the lock was an old and cheap one, and a good wrench with a chisel which
Mrs. Selks produced opened it. Inside were bundles of papers. One of them which
she pointed out container the anonymous letters received by Selks during the
Durward trial. 


Vaness examined
them. There was not the slightest doubt that they were written in the same
thin, shaky handwriting as the two letters which Alexia had received. Glancing
quickly through the letters, he saw that the suggestions contained in them were
very much the same; that it would be worth Selks' while to do this or to
suggest that. At the end was the last letter, the one which suggested that
Selks should meet the writer at the Green Cat tea-rooms in Swallow Lane off
Cursitor Street. Vaness closed the box and sat down in the chair before his
table.


"This is
going to be a long job think, Mrs. Selks," he said. "I want go
through all this stuff, and I want to do it now. Will you mind?" 


"Indeed I
won't, Mr. Vaness," she said. " I'll go down and make some tea while
you start. Perhaps you'd like a cup."


"I should,"
replied Vaness. "That's very good of you, ' said Vaness, turning over the
pages of the top notebook on the table. "I see that the last few pages in
this book look as if they were written recently. Do you see! The ink's a
different colour." 


Mrs. Selks
looked over his shoulder. 


"Those must
have been the pages which he wrote last night," she said. "He told me
yesterday morning that he was going to do some work up here, and I noticed when
I was in this room in the morning that there was no ink, so I got a fresh
bottle, and I remember it was a different colour from what I usually get. he
must have written those pages last night." 


She went off,
and Vaness heard her slow footsteps descending the stairs. Fie lit a cigarette,
and began to read the last pages of the notebook, the pages written by Selks,
according to his wife, the night before. He read :


 


The question
is whether the person Garrington really exists or whether we were wrong in
thinking that the man who was standing in the street outside the tea-shop, was
Garrington. The only two persons who as far as I can make out would be
concerned in endeavouring to bribe a police officer during the Durward case are
Durward's daughter, Alexia, or Garrington, his head clerk. Garrington was not
charged as an accessory to Durward as there was no evidence to connect him with
the actual embezzlement although both Ralston and myself believed that he had
something to do with it. I believe that immediately after the trial Garrington
left this country for South Africa, but by a coincidence I learnt that a man
answering the description which my wife gave of him was seen in the
neighbourhood of Kennington Green. My own investigations which I have since
carried out in that district cause mo to believe that such a man is living at
17 Pa


 


Vaness muttered
a curse. Selks had apparently stopped writing just as he was about to put into
black and white the very address which Vaness wanted. He got up, and commenced
to pace up and down the attic. 


Soon he heard
Mrs. Selks' footsteps approaching, and, a s she entered the room with the
tea-tray, an idea struck Vaness so forcibly that he gave an exclamation. the
woman put the tea-tray on the table. 


"Look here,
Mrs. Selks," said Vaness, "here's a coincidence. Last night your
husband was about to write down the address where he thinks this man Garrington
is living. Apparently he was interrupted because you can see he has finished
abruptly right in the middle of a word. Now it's obvious by what he's written
that he had been investigating in Kennington Green in the hope of finding this
man Garrington. Isn't it a remarkably strange thing, when be seems to have
brought these investigations to a successful issue, at a moment when he appears
to have found Garrington, that he should have been murdered? Don't you see? 


"I'm afraid
I don't, Mr. Vaness," said Mrs. Selks. "What do you mean?" 


"Just this,"
said the journalist. "Garrington knew that your husband was watching him,
and he felt that the time was approaching when he'd got to do something. the
letter which my friend received asking her to meet your husband at the south
end of Grange Road was probably written without your husband's knowledge. At
the same time another letter was, in all probability, written by this same
Garrington to your husband asking him to meet him, Garrington, at the corner of
Grange Road at 11.15. This was the letter which your husband received yesterday
morning, and which unluckily, he destroyed. 


"Garrington
knew that your husband would keep the appointment. He knew that his one idea
was to find out who Garrington was Selks was getting too dangerous; he was
beginning to find out too much, and Garrington had made up his mind that his
mouth must be stopped. His idea was to turn up, murder your husband, realising
that my friend would, in all probability, be accused of the murder. The
technique adopted by the letter-writer in the case of the murder of Strex and
that of your husband, is exactly the same. I'm certain that Garrington murdered
both, and I'm going to find Garrington. I'm going to waste no time. I'm not
even going to stop to drink your tea, Mrs. Selks, and directly I know something
definite I promise you I'll let you know at once. In the meantime don't say a
word about this Garrington business to anybody."
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VANESS shook hands quickly, and ran out of
the house. He drove rapidly to the telephone-box in Pinner High Street, and got
through to his flat. In a moment he was speaking to his sister-in-law. 


"Listen to
me, Mary," he said, "and don't argue. I'm going to drive direct from
Pinner to the back entrance of Garron Mansions. If I know anything of the
police they are watching the front entrance to see where Alexia goes when she
leaves. Take her through the back way, and I'll meet you at the Manchester
Street entrance. I'm going to drive you both to your bungalow at Billericay,
and you're going to stay there until I tell you to leave. I'll meet you in
forty minutes. Now, do it, and don't argue, there's a good girl." 


He rang off, and
re-started his car. He knew that his sister-in-law would do exactly as he said.
Like most middle-aged women, she adored adventure.


 


RALSTON, sitting in his chair in front of
his study fire, regarded Vaness quizzically through the smoke of his cigar. 


"New
developments, eh! my lad," he said. " I suppose you know all about
this Selks murder," 


"I know a
little bit," replied the journalist. "Strangely enough, I happened to
be out there last night. I was going to see Selks, but. unfortunately, he was
killed before I had time to talk to him."


The detective
laughed. " I thought you'd be going to see our unfortunate friend, Selks,
eventually," he said. " I had an idea that you would think he might
be able to produce a new line which would help you in your theories. By the
way,"— Ralston knocked the ash from his cigar, and grinned humorously at
Vaness—" I suppose you haven't got an idea where our little friend, Alexia
Durward, has disappeared to, have you? All right, don't tell any lies, my lad."



He held up his
hand as Vaness was about to answer. "Apparently we lost her last night.
The man we had watching her flat, being a careless young devil, was at the
other end of the street when she left, and apparently she didn't return."


Vaness said
nothing. It was a coincidence, he thought, that the detective, who had been
assigned to keep an eye on Alexia should not have known that she had come to
Garron Mansions last night. "I wouldn't mind betting," continued
Ralston. " that I can make two guesses as to where that young lady went."



Vaness looked
up, interested. " Where do you think she went. Ralston?" he said.


The detective
looked into the fire. "I wouldn't like to be certain," he said, "
but I don't think I'm far wrong in saying that our young lady had a meeting
last night with the man who killed Selks." 


Vaness laughed. "I
must say, Ralston," he said. "I feel rather relieved. I thought you
were going to tell mo that she killed Selks too." 


"Well. I
wouldn't like to say that she hadn't got something to do with it," said
Ralston. "Candidly, I believe that the Selks murder is an off-shoot of the
Durward trial. Possibly, I'm prepared to change my theory a little bit about
the Strex murder. Under certain circumstances I might even go so far as to say
that since this Selks business there exists in my mind a faint shadow of doubt
as to whether Alexia Durward actually killed Strex. Oh! don't look surprised, I'm
not eating my previous theory. I've simply allowed myself to take the line of
thought that the Strex and Selks murders are connected, and that two people are
jointly responsible for them both." 


"Those two
people being?" queried Vaness.


"Those two
people being Alexia Durward and a gentleman whose name, I think, is Garrington,"
said Ralston. 


Vaness whistled.
"This is indeed a surprise," he said. "May I ask who this
Garrington is?" 


"You may,"
replied the elder man. "Garrington was head clerk in the firm of Durward
and Strex. No, quite candidly, between you and me and the doorpost, I believe
that Garrington was an accomplice of Durward's, and that it was with his
assistance that Durward was enabled to carry out his embezzlement schemes.
During my investigations I could find nothing which would enable me to prove
that this fellow Garrington, a man who looked most unlike a clerk— he was a big
fair haired, hulking great fellow— was very truculent during our
investigations. The statements that he made, were, I'm sure, mostly lies. 


"I always
believed that Garrington was the man, who, in conjunction possibly with the
girl, bribed Selks during the Durward trial in order to get certain evidence
stopped or modified. I was never able to prove this, but I had a pretty good
idea that there was a meeting one day between Selks and this fellow Garrington,
and when Selks was taxed with this he had to admit it although he produced some
cock-and-bull story about -mining some independent investigations of his own,
which nobody believed because it was obviously not true. 


"Since this
Selks murder it's occurred to me that there was some connection between Strex.
Selks, Garrington and the girl. Strex was a funny old man. It's quite on the
cards that he knew more than he ever told us, and I believe that Selks met his
death for the same reason as Strex. In other words, he knew a little bit too
much about the other parties concerned."


 


VANESS REFILLED his pipe. 


"Admitting
your theory to be correct, for the sake of argument," he said "
supposing this fellow Garrington was an accomplice of Alexia Durward's, and
that they were both out to get Strex and Selks out of the way, who was it sent
that second letter to the girl asking her to meet Selks at a time which
synchronised with his murder?" 


"I don't
know," said Ralston, "but I'll make a guess. It's my considered
opinion that the girl wrote those two letters to herself. She wrote the first
one as an excuse for her being at Strex's house the night when she knew he was
going to be murdered either by herself or by her accomplice. She wrote herself
the second letter, which I consider to be a stroke of genius for a very
different reason. This girl is clever enough to think that we would never
imagine her foolish enough to write herself a second letter at a time when she
knew a second murder was going to be committed. She thinks that this would
obviously prove that someone else was endeavouring to hang the Selks murder on
to her. Don't you see," continued Ralston, "what a clever little
devil this Alexia Durward is? She knew that Selks was going to be killed last
night. She'd probably talked the whole thing over with the man who killed him,
and then, knowing what was going to happen, she previously sent herself a
letter telling herself to be at the place where the murder was going to be
committed at the exact time of the murder. Needless to say, she wasn't there.
Unfortunately, we don't know where she was last night, but I'm going to make a
pretty good guess." 


"And what
do you guess, Ralston?" asked Vaness.


"Just this,"
Ralston answered. "I should think that last night the girl went out to see
the Strex murderer, whom I firmly believe to be Garrington. She went out to
tell him that Selks had got to be put out 'he way. and pretty quickly. The
probability is that she'd written a note to Selks, unsigned, reminding him of
the Durward case, and telling him to be at the spot in Grange Road where he was
killed. Knowing that he would be there, she goes off, sees Garrington, tells
him that Selks must be dealt with quickly, that she has arranged for him to be
at a lonely spot at 11.15. and persuades Garrington to get on with the job. The
additional motive is, of course, the money. I expect that Garrington and she
raked off a pretty fair amount over that Durward business, and. naturally, they
want to keep it. For all we know, Selks may have been blackmailing the pair of
them." 


"And what's
the next move in the game. Ralston?" asked Vaness. 


"I'm going
to arrest the girl," the detective answered. " and I'm going to have
London combed for this Garrington. The girl hasn't gone back to her flat in
Knightsbridge, but England's a small place. I should think she's probably
frightened, and will try and make a getaway. She realises that things are to be
pretty hot, but every port's being watched, and she won't be able to leave
England. We'll have her soon enough, don't worry. When we do get her I'm going
to ask her to make a statement, and I'll bet my bottom dollar she'll do her
best to turn King's evidence, and hang both the murders on to Garrington who
was probably inspired to commit them both under her direction."


"And the
result?" queried Vaness. 


"She'll
probably save her neck." said the detective. "I think it's quite
possible that both murders were actually committed by Garrington, aided and
abetted by the girl. My impression now is that she let Garrington into Strex's
house with that key which we found near the place where her car had stood. I
think Garrington will probably go to the scaffold, and the girl will spend the
greater part of her days in prison."


 


VANESS lit
another cigarette. "Your theories are logical enough, Ralston." he
said. "But it seems to me strange that, after suspecting this fellow
Garrington during the Durward trial, you should let him get out of your reach.
Didn't you keep some sort of observation on him after the trial?" 


Ralston smiled. "You
bet we did," he said "but after Durward had gone to prison this
Garrington led a very quiet life. Then, one fine day he packed up and went off
to Africa. Just for my own curiosity's sake I got into touch with a friend of
mine who is in the Capetown C.I.D. and learned from him that Garrington had
bought an interest in a coasting steamer, and was behaving himself as a
respectable citizen. I forgot all about the fellow until eighteen months ago..."



"And then?"
queries Vaness. 


"Then he
returned to England," said Ralston, "and after he returned I was
always on the qui vive for something to happen—more especially--"
the detective leaned nearer to the journalist— "because I know that since
his return he has had two or three meetings with Alexia Durward. You see,
directly lie left Capetown my friend in the C.I.D. advised me. and we waited
for him this side. We did not want him, but I wanted to keep my eye on him,
just for old time's sake. This was one of my reasons for suspecting the girl
immediately Strex was killed, although I must admit that at the time I never
thought that Garrington had had a hand in that business, although now, after
the Selks murder, I am inclined. as I told you, to think that the two crimes
were planned by the girl and executed by Garrington."


"Well, I
must be getting along," said Vaness, with a glance at his watch. "It's
nine o'clock, and I seem to spend all my time discussing murder theories with
you " 


"Exactly,"
said the detective. "Instead of following up your own independent line of
investigations—the investigations which are going to prove Alexia Durward's
innocence." Ralston smiled at the journalist. "You know that you are
wasting your time, my lad I'm right— I know it and you know it!" 


Vaness grinned. "
That's as may be." he said. " But anyway, Ralston, I'm as obstinate
as you are. So long." They shook hands and Vaness departed. 


Vaness drove
straight down to Fleet street and in half an hour was closeted with Sparkes the
night editor of the Daily Sun, who had just come on duty. Dalston's
remark about "following his own independent line of investigations"
had given the journalist an idea.


"Look here,
Sparkes," he said. " I want you to get in touch with our agents in
South Africa. Do it quickly. I want to know all about that fellow Garrington
who was mixed up in the Durward trial. Can you do this for me?" 


"I suppose
so," said Sparkes. "It's evident that there's a story at the back of
this. I'll cable right away." 


"Excellent!"
said Vaness, "and let me know directly you hear something. I'll give you a
story all right in a little while. One that will make your hair curl!" 


He left the
office and returned to his flat. He was feeling satisfied with the events of
the last two days. The Selks murder had absolutely convinced him of Alexia's
innocence, and he felt that it was simply a matter of time before he put his
finger on some salient point which would clear her. 


From his book-case
he took a street directory and turned to Kennington Green. A moment's search
soon told him that the only road or street beginning with "Pa..." in
that neighbourhood was Palmerston Street. No. 17, the address which Selks had
been writing when he had been interrupted, was a house kept by a Mrs. Strevens,
and Vaness bad no doubt that this was the address to which Selks had traced
Garrington. 


He made up his
mind that next day he would go to Kennington Green and inspect this house. He
realised that it was more than probable that a bird of passage like Garrington
would probably stay there only for a little while, but there was no harm in
making a few inquiries. 


His mind turned
to Alexia. At least she was safe at Billericay and, apparently, the police had no
inkling of her whereabouts. To-morrow he would go down and see her, and would
tell her enough of his investigations to give her some measure of comfort. 


Then he threw
himself into an armchair and, lighting his pipe, gazed into the embers of the
dying fire. Her face looked out at him, and Vaness, for the first time faced a
fact When he believed her guilty he had loved her, and now that he believed her
innocent he knew he could never be happy until she was his wife. 
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VANESS had never felt quite so excited in
his life as when he set out on the following evening for Kennington Green.
Sparkes had succeeded in getting a reply from the Daily Sun's agent at
Capo Town, a reply which had amazed Vaness. 


It seemed to him
that the crux of the whole mystery, the starting point of any solution which
would definitely solve the two murders, was Garrington. Vaness had no reason to
suppose that he would find Garrington at 17. Palmerston Street, but, at least,
he hoped that he might get some information. 


He parked his car
at a garage in Kennington, and, after finding from a passerby where Palmerston
Street lay, he, set off on loot. As usual, it was a foggy night, had Vaness,
unused to the neighbourhood, walked slowly. Turning a corner, he ran straight
into a man, and they both apologised. The light from an adjacent street lamp
illuminated the man's face, and Vaness was surprised to recognise Inspector
Soames. 


"Hallo, Mr.
Vaness," said the Inspector, "what are you doing over here? It isn't
too nice this' side of the river tonight." 


"Just a
little quiet investigation, Inspector," said Vaness. "I thought of
asking you the same question." 


"To tell
you the honest truth," said Soames, "'m looking for this fellow
Garrington, although, between you and me and the doorpost, I don't think he
exists. I suppose you don't know that Ralston asked if he might handle the Selk's
murder as well as the other job, because he's now fairly certain that the two
crimes are connected, and he's got an idea that this fellow, Garrington, who
was apparently employed by old Durward, lives over here somewhere. I've spent
the whole day over here, but J can't find the fellow. He's probably made a
get-away by now." 


"Hard luck,
Inspector," said Vaness. "I expect he'll turn up some time. In the
meantime, how's the Strex business going on?"


"Ralston's
called a halt just for a moment," said Soames. "I believe you know
that the girl got away. I put a new man to keep an eye on her, but she went
out, and the young ass lost her. Anyhow, that doesn't matter very much. She'll
turn up within a day or two, because she can't get out of the country. But
Ralston isn't worrying so much about her as about this fellow, Garrington; but,
between you and me, Mr. Vaness, I think he's wrong. It seems to me a very much
more sensible course to pursue to concentrate on the girl, and get some sort of
statement him her. It's ten to one she'll get frightened, and if she knows
anything about this fellow, Garrington, she'll come across. Well, I must be
getting along. Mr. Vaness."


The journalist
nodded to the police officer, and continued on his way. He thought it a rather
amazing thing that, by fluke, he should have been enabled to get a clue as to
Garrington's address whilst the police, apparently, were at a loss to discover
him. 


Eventually he
found Palmerston Street. It was a mean, dark street, turning off one of the
main streets, filled with dilapidated, ramshackle houses. As he walked up the
street searching for No. 17, he noticed that in most of the windows were cards
announcing that rooms were vacant for single gentlemen. Altogether it appeared
to be a street of cheap lodgings.


At last he
halted outside No. 17, and pushed open the creaking iron gate. The door was
opened in response to his repeated knocking by a bedraggled and dirty woman.
Her hair hung in wisps about her lace, and her fingers pulled a shawl closer
about her shoulders as the cold night air blew in at the doorway.


"Good
evening," said Vaness. "I'm looking for a Mr. Garrington. Have you
got anybody of that name staying here?" 


The woman
nodded, and the journalist's heart gave a leap. 


"I 'ave,"
she replied, "but e ain't in. I dunno when 'e's going to be in. Any'ow, 'e
don't see nobody. What do you want with 'im?"


"I don't
think that would interest you," said Vaness. " I've got to talk to
Garrington, that's all." 


"It does
interest me," she answered surlily. "I've got something else to do
beside answer people knockin' on the door all day for 'im." 


"Oh,"
said Vaness. "So other people have been enquiring for Mr. Garrington, have
they?"


"Yus, they
have," she answered him. "There's a cripple been 'ere twice for 'im
today, a feller in a chair, pryin about and askin' questions. I ain't
Garrington's watch-dog, and it's little enough 'e pays for 'is room as it is
without me to act as a bloomin' secretary."


Vaness slipped
five shillings into the woman's hand. "It must be a great trouble, I know,"
he said, "but I'd be glad if you'd tell me when Garrington will be back.
Surely you must have some idea. What time does he usually come in?" 


The woman put
the two half-crowns into a voluminous pocket. 


"Well, to
tell you the truth, sir," she said, more amiably. "I never knows when
e's in, and when 'e ain't comin' in. Sometimes 'e's away for days. Then 'e'll
stay 'ere for three nights. Then 'e'll disappear agin. Rum sort o' feller."



"I see."
said Vaness, " What's this Garrington, do you know ?" 


"I dunno'
fer sure," she said. "'E says 'e's a sailor, and 'e looks like one,
but I dunno very much about 'im." 


"I suppose
the gentleman in the chair wanted to know all about him, too," said
Vaness. " 


"'E did,"
said the woman. E asked very much the same questions as you've asked. Seems to
be very popular lately, this feller Garrington. Mind you, if 'e's comin' in 'e
usually gets back about 'alf-past ten, stays 'ere fer about three quarters of
an hour, aid then goes off agin " 


"Was
Garrington out the night of two days ago?" asked Vaness. "about
11-15?" 


"Yes, 'e
was." said the woman. " I know because I went to the pictures, and I
got back at 'alf-past ten, and 'e was just going out of the 'ouse. 'E said 'e 'ad
to go to the suburbs somewhere."


"All right,"
said Vaness. "Thanks very much for your information. I'll come back at
half-past ten and take my chance of seeing him. Good-night." 


He closed the
iron garden-gate behind him, and walked rapidly off. 


So Ralston had
been in search of the elusive Garrington. Vaness wondered exactly what Ralston's
game was, and why, if he knew Garrington's address, he had not informed Soames
of it; or was Soames lying when he said he had not found Garrington? It was
quite on the cards that Ralston had tipped Soames off not to tell Vaness too
much. In any event, it was obvious that Ralston was keen to interview
Garrington, although Vaness thought he was rather a fool to do it alone and
unprotected, more especially as he thought Garrington was a murderer However,
courage, he knew, had always been a strong point of Ralston's. 


 


VANESS WALKED
quickly to the garage, got his car, and drove rapidly off toward St. John's
Wood. If Ralston had already connected with Garrington, Vaness realised that
the most sensible thing he could do was to get Ralston's ideas on the subject
for, if the detective proposed to arrest Garrington when he found him, Vaness
realised that this would bring matters to a crux, and if there were any
question of association between Garrington and Alexia it would be brought to
light. In his own mind Vaness had very good reasons for believing that there
was no such association, although he had not questioned Alexia about this.


When he walked
into Ralston's study where the detective was in his usual position in front of
the fire. Vaness wasted no words, but came to the point.


"So you've
found Garrington, Ralston." he said. 


Ralston grinned.
" You bet I have, he said. "Didn't take me very long, did it? That's
the man we want."


"The
question is whether he stayed for you," said Vaness. " I've just left
there. He's out. They expect him back tonight." 


Ralston looked
tip with a grin. "If I were a bad tempered rain," he said, "I
should get pretty well annoyed with you, young fellow my lad, butting in, going
round asking questions, and spoiling my game. I thought you night be hanging
around ever there, a though goodness knows where you got your information about
him, and I tipped off Soames not to tell you anything if he saw you > I j l '
sorry you went to see Garrington," said Ralston. 


"Why?"
said Vaness.


"Well, it's
obvious," said the detective. " I went over there this afternoon, but
he isn't going to suspect me. I'm a cripple in a chair. I don't look like a
policeman. Then a few hours afterward you turn up. Where Garrington would think
nothing of an enquiry which his landlady would tell him was made by an old
cripple, he'll soon get the breeze up if he finds that fine upstanding fellows
like yourself have been asking about him. You newspaper fellows are all the
same. 


"Perhaps it's
lucky for some people that we are," said Vaness.


Unreasonably
enough he was feeling short-tempered. Ralston's inevitable enthusiasm and
egotism was inclined to annoy the journalist sometimes. 


"It would
be pretty hard luck for some people," said Vaness. "if there wasn't
any newspapers. Why, by this time, if you'd had your own way, you'd have arrested
Alexia Durward days ago over the Strex murder, although you now believe that
Garrington did it. The fact, of the matter is, you people pick out the most
likely person, and build up all the evidence you can against him or her,
irrespective of whether they are innocent or guilty."


Ralston bit his
lips, and Vaness could see that he was thoroughly annoyed. His fingers played a
peculiar tattoo on the arm of his chair. The noise of Ralston's knuckles on the
wood brought the realisation to Vaness that he had been rude..


"Forgive my
being short-tempered, Dalston," he said, "but my temper's been
wearing a bit thin the last three or four days." 


"That's all
right, my boy," said the detective, "I get like that myself
sometimes. As a matter of fact, I nearly lost my temper then. But you take a
tip from me and lay eff this fellow Garrington. What good can you do? Do you
think he's going to confess to the murder just because a Daily Sun man
asks him to? You bet he won't." 


"Well, if
he won't confess it to me, he certainly won't confess it to you, countered
Vaness." 


"True
enough," said Ralston, grinning. "but I'm not going to arrest him for
murder." 


"Oh. aren't
you ? " said Vaness. 


"Not a bit
of it." said the other. "I've got something else on Mr. Garrington.
There was a, little burglary in which I believe he was mixed up. it took place
a few weeks and I'm going to pull him on that. When we've got him that's the
time when we shall find out things on the other charge, so, in the meantime,
you lay off Garrington, else I'll get angry with you." 


Vaness grinned. "
All right, Ralston." he said. "I won't spoil your game. On the other
hand, you know, I'm counsel for the defence, and I'm going on with it. See you
soon." He shook hands with the detective, and went off. 


 


IT WAS TWENTY FIVE minutes past ten when
Vaness pulled up his car before the house in Palmerston Street. The iron gate
seemed to creak more loudly than ever as he pushed it open. He tapped quietly
on the door, and waited. In a few minutes the door was opened just two or three
inches, and the woman s face peered out. 


Vaness, with
great promptitude, put his foot in the opening of the door so that it could not
be closed. 


"Mr.
Garrington, back yet?" he asked. 


"Yes, 'e's
back," said the woman. " 'E's been carrying' on blue murder. 'E let
me 'ave it' good and proper for talkin' to people about 'im, or sayin anythin'
at all about 'im. He says e won't see nobody, and if you came round 'ere askin'
questions I was tell you to go to 'ell." 


"That's all
right now," said Vaness, " but I'm going to talk to Mr. Garrington.
He put his shoulder against the door, and leaned on it. The old woman made the
best resistance she could, but it was of no use. Vaness managed to get the door
open, and stepped inside into the dirty and evil-smelling hall. He closed the
door quietly behind him. 


"My Gawd! "
said the old woman. " 'E'll do you in for this." 


"He might
try," said Vaness. "I believe that's rather a hobby of his, doing
people in, isn't? Take a tip from me, and make yourself scarce. Which is
Garrington's room?" 


The woman nodded
up the stairs. "That one on that landin'," she said, indicating the
landing at the top of the long flight of narrow stairs, which were illuminated
half way up by a gas-mantle which was in the last stages of decay. "If you'll
take a tip from me you'll keep away from Garrington. I think 'e's been drinkin'."


At this moment
the door on the landing on the top of the stairs opened, and, looking up,
Vaness saw the man whom he at once knew to be Garrington. He was a tall,
well-built man, with a shock of blonde hair just greying at the sides, and a
bushy moustache. His shaggy eyebrows and a general air of dissipation made him
a most fierce-looking customer. He leaned on the bannister-rail, and looked
down. 


"Well, what
the h― is it you want?" he almost shouted. 


 


THE WOMAN scuttled off, and disappeared
down the stairs which led to the basement. Vaness took a cigarette from his
case, and lit it. 


"I want to
talk to you, Mr Garrington," he said. "I represent the Daily Sun.
I want to ask you a few questions." 


Garrington gave
an exclamation, almost a snarl. From his position at the bottom of the stairs
Vaness could not see the man distinctly, but he could just see the workings of
his face, and the evil look which he bestowed on the journalist. 


"What the
h— do I know about any murders?" he said, "And if I did, do you think
I'm going to tell you? There'll be another murder if I come down these cursed
stairs. What in hades do you want with me? Get out of this, and leave me alone."



"Not so
fast," said Vaness. " How did you know I wanted to talk about
murders? A guilty mind, eh, Mr. Garrington ? The time may come very soon when
you may have to talk. Don't you think it would be much better to talk now, and
save yourself a lot of trouble. You never know, I may be able to be of use to
you."


"Oh, you
might, might you," sneered Garrington. "You come here with your
questions, and I'll answer them for you. You want to know who killed Selks.
Perhaps I did, and perhaps I didn't. Find out. And what else might you be
wanting to know, Mr. Busybody? You'll give anything to know what I know about
Miss Alexia Durward. Ah, that's got you! I thought that would make you jump. Ask
her what she knows about the Selks murder. Yes, and ask her what she knows
about the Strex case, too. How do I know? Oh. I know a lot of things." 


Vaness remained
quite cool. He always believed in making the other man lose his temper.


"All very interesting,
Mr. Garrington," he said. "but only words, and words won't prevent
you swinging off the end of a six-foot drop. You know what for."


In the half
light Vaness could see that Garrington's face was livid. He stepped forward,
and seized the banister rail with one hand as if he would smash it into a
thousand atoms. Vaness' eves, always observant, rested for a moment on
Garrington's right hand. Then, without a word, he opened the door, stepped out,
and shut it behind him. 


 


FIVE MINUTES
later found him speeding toward Billericay. His mouth was set in a hard,
straight line, and his face was stern. Yet, mixed with this feeling of grim
determination, was one of amazing happiness. Alexia Durward was innocent, and
he could prove it'
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IN FRONT of the fire at his sister-in-law's
cottage, Vaness faced Alexia, Mary, who Vaness had always described as the most
tactful woman that he had ever met, had left them alone soon after the
journalist's arrival. 


"I'm not
going to keep you in suspense, Alexia," Vaness said. "I can see by
your eyes that the strain of this business is beginning to tell on you. You
have no need to worry any more. I know who killed Strex and Selks, and in a day
or two the whole world will know too." 


She swayed for a
moment, and Vaness thought that she was going to faint. He put out a hand to
steady her, then, as she swayed toward him he caught her close in his arms. 


"Alexia,"
he whispered. "You know that I love you—that you are the only woman in the
world who has ever meant anything to me. Will you marry me?" 


She snuggled
closer in his arms. " I suppose I ought to be coy," she murmured. "
But I must tell the truth to counsel for the defence I suppose. I love you too,
Anthony, and I'd adore to marry you. Please let me go though, hero comes Mary!"



Vaness' sister
entered carrying some welcome food and hot coffee. She was not very surprised
to hear the news about Alexia and Vaness. She knew her brother-in-law very well
and had suspected from the start that there was more than mere journalism in
his spirited efforts on Alexia's part. 


"Of course,
you're both dying to hear all about the murders," said Vaness, when they
were seated drinking their coffee. "But the time isn't ripe yet. I haven't
quite got the thing worked out in my mind so that I can put it into words. It
is a most involved business, but you can take it from me that I know enough
facts to absolutely clear Alexia of any complicity in the crimes." 


"What gave
you your main clue, Tony," asked his sister-in-law. 


"Absolute
chance," said Vaness. "Just a little coincidence —one of those
amazingly simple things which smash up every preconceived theory, and start us
on the right track. I've got to go very carefully, but I do not think that
there is any chance of my being wrong, and unless the police are bigger fools
than I take them to be there is no reason why we should not have the murderer
under lock and key tomorrow night?" 


"I'm
terribly curious," said Alexia. "I want so badly to know exactly what
happened. Do you think that there is any chance of the murderer escaping? Does
he know that he is suspected?" 


"I can't be
certain about that," said Vaness. "I should think it extremely
probable. he might try to make a getaway, but there is little chance these days
of a criminal escaping from the police. he certainly will not be able to get
out of England, anyhow." 


"Tell me
one thing, Anthony," said Alexia, " was the murder committed
immediately, after I left the house, and do you think that the murderer entered
the house after I left it, or was he there before?" 


"I should
say that he entered it between the time that you left and I arrived,"
answered Vaness. "Ralston saw Strex and left about fifteen minutes before
you arrived, and the butler closed and locked the door after him. Then you
arrived and found the front door open, and walked straight in to Strex's room.
In my opinion the murderer was in the room, concealed, when you entered it, and
he left soon afterwards, possibly before I arrived. On this point, however, I
am not, at the moment, certain. Anyhow, I must be off now. I've quite a bit to
do. With luck I hope to be down here again to-morrow night—with the best news
in the world." 


Alexia
accompanied him across the little lawn in front of the bungalow, and stood,
.her hair blowing in the breeze, while he started his car. 


"
Good-night, my dear," he said. " Your troubles will soon be over. I'll
come back for you soon." 


"Please be
quick, my dear," she murmured. " I'm a little tired of being a
prisoner." 


"You'll
have to get used to that," he said, as the car moved off. "You'll
always be a prisoner—my prisoner." 


She stood
watching the car until it was out of sight.


 


IT WAS 3.30 before Vaness arrived back in
his flat. He telephoned immediately to Sparkes, and had a long conversation
with him. Then he sat down and considered his plan of action. A few minutes
afterwards the telephone rang again, and the journalist was surprised to
recognise Inspector Soames' voice. 


"Hallo, Mr.
Vaness," said the police officer. " Have you seen anything of this Garrington
to-night?" 


"Oh, yes,"
said Vaness. "I was with him at 10.30." 


He heard Soames
whistle with astonishment. 


"By Jove!
Mr. Vaness," said Soames, "there'll be trouble over this. Ralston
telephoned me this evening to go round to the Kennington Green house and arrest
Garrington between eleven and half-past. When I got there the old girl who
keeps house told me that Garrington had packed up and left. She doesn't expect
to see him again. It's pretty certain that he's cleared off because he got suspicious
after your interview with him. You've frightened him off, and Ralston will
never forgive you for that." 


"Look here,
Soames," said Vaness, "were you going to arrest Garrington on a
charge of murdering Selks?"


"Not a bit
of it," replied the inspector. "My orders were to arrest Garrington
for a small burglary that was pulled two weeks ago. Ralston wanted to get hold
of him for the lesser charge, and save the murder charge for afterwards." 


"I see,"
said Vaness. "Well, if Dalston's so certain that Garrington murdered Selks
and had a hand in the Strex murder, why didn't he get on with it right away,
and charge Garrington with the murders? " 


"I don't
know," said Soames, "and it isn't my business to ask questions. But
you'll got into hot water over this, Mr. Vaness. Scotland Yard always lets the
press in on anything that's going as much as possible, but we expect support
from you. We don't expect you to queer our pitch by dashing about and
frightening suspected people off. Ralston will be mad about this." 


"Oh, that
won't be the first time," said Vaness. " I saw him earlier this
evening, and he was pretty angry, and I've got an idea that he'll be angrier
still before I'm through." 


"How do you
mean ? " asked the inspector. 


"I mean
this," said the journalist. " I think you're all wrong to blazes,
both of you. I think Ralston started this case on a theory, and he's been
trying to fit his clues into the theory instead of adapting his theories to
clues as they turn up. Incidentally, Soames, if you want to do yourself a good
turn come round and see me tomorrow evening at five o'clock. You won't regret
it." 


The police
officer grunted. "It strikes me, Mr. Vaness," he said, " that I'd
better keep as far away from you as possible after this Garrington business tonight.
Ralston is only unofficially in charge of this job. and I don't want to got it
in the neck from my superiors at the Yard by doing anything that's irregular."



"Listen to
me, Soames," said Vaness. "Take a tip from me. Be at my rooms at five
o'clock tomorrow night, and I'll put you wise to something. I'll tell you who
killed Strex and Selks. If you don't come you'll be the laughing stock of the
Yard in two days. This is going to be a front-page job, you know. Well, what
are you going to do?" 


"I'll come,
said Soames. "I'll try anything once." 


Although he was
physically exhausted with his long day's work, Vaness found himself too excited
to go to bed. he returned to his armchair and sat, looking into the fire,
working out in detail the story of the Strex murder as it now appeared to him.


He could not
find a flaw in it. The investigations which he had carried out during the last
two days, and the information which he had elicited from the sources which
Sparkes had been able to supply after their conversation, all dove-tailed in
with his theory. 


A cynical smile
curved his lips as he considered how Ralston would take the news, and the smile
turned to one of pleasure as he realised what a scoop this story would be for
the Daily Sun. Luck had favoured him when Alexia Durward had come to him
with her original request, although he had little thought at the time what
strange happenings would occur as a result of that interview. He lit his pipe
and, walking up and down his room, mapped out his plan of campaign.


 


VANESS, standing in front of the fire in
his study, his. pipe hanging out of the corner of his mouth, watched the clock,
and waited for Soames. Although of a cool and controlled nature, every nerve in
Vaness's body was tingling with excitement. Everything depended on what
happened during the' next few hours. It was with a sigh of relief that he saw
the door open and Soames appear. 


"Well, Mr.
Vaness." said the Inspector, putting down his hat, "here I am, and I
hope it's something interesting." 


"It's interesting
enough," said Vaness. "Does Ralston know you're here?" 


"You bet he
doesn't." said Soames. "I didn't take any chances on telling Ralston
until I knew what you'd got to say." 


"All right,"
said Vaness. "Sit down." 


He pushed a box
of cigars toward the inspector. "Light a cigar," he said, "smoke
it, and however much you want to interrupt me, don't do it until I've finished
talking. I want you to listen to a little story. Just for the sake of argument
we'll call it an imaginary one." 


"Ten years
ago there was a chief inspector at Scotland Yard. His name was Ralston.
Officially he was of the best character. Unofficially he was a gambler and a
waster. He needed money badly. He had to have it. Among some of the peculiar friends
which he had made in the course of his duties was a man named Hugo Strex,
partner in a firm of merchant bankers. Ralston first came across Strex over a
matter which certainly didn't show Strex's character up in a very good light,
and Ralston realised that here was a man who would make a very good tool. To
cut a long story short, these two between them concocted a frame-up, one of the
cleverest bits of business that has ever been built. Strex, who was in charge
of the books of his firm, was to take money out of the business for himself and
Ralston, cooking the books, and framing things in such a way that if anything
came to light the blame would fall on his partner, Durward. This wasn't
difficult. 


"After a
time the embezzlement was officially brought to light. It was brought to light
by Strex, who reported it to Scotland Yard. Was it a coincidence that Chief
Inspector Ralston requested that he might be allowed to handle the case? His
request was granted, and Detective-Sergeant Selks was assigned to help him.
Well, what chance had Durward got? The original evidence against him had been
framed by Strex; the police-officer who was prosecuting the case against him
was an accomplice of Strex. John Durward went to prison for ten years, and,
unfortunately, killed himself there. Everything had gone as Strex and Ralston
planned, but Ralston wasn't finished with the business. Oh, no. He was out to
plan a perfect crime. There were three people who knew too much; John Durward,
in prison, who was innocent; Hugo Strex, Ralston's accomplice; and
Detective-Sergeant Selks, who, from the first, had a suspicion that things
weren't right. 


"But, see
how clever Ralston was. During the investigations preceding the Durward trial
he had caused anonymous letters to be written to Selks making attempts to bribe
him to falsify the evidence. Ralston knew that Selks, being an egoist, would
follow up these letters, and endeavour to find the writer. How easy it was for
Ralston, after the trial, to accuse Selks of having endeavoured to tamper with
evidence, to force Selks to confers that attempts had been made to bribe him,
and eventually, to get him removed to Pinner.


"But
Ralston was not satisfied. There were two people at large who suspected him,
and they must be put out of the way. So he planned one of the most devilish
schemes that has ever evolved from the brain of man. While Ralston was certain
that Strex didn't want to give him away, and that Selks. who, poor devil, was
still following up inquiries in the hope of justifying himself, wasn't in a
position to give him away, he was quite satisfied. But then a situation turned
up which made him realise that something had got to be done. 


"The
situation was this. I was commissioned by the Daily Sun to write the
story of the Durward trial. Ralston knew that I should interview Strex, and
Strex was getting an old man— very old, very feeble. Throughout the years he
had been haunted by the thing which he had done to his partner. Ralston was
afraid that Strex might give something away, and he made up his mind to kill
him. But, first, he concocted a wonderful scheme— a scheme by which the murder
could be laid on the shoulders of Durward's daughter, Alexia. He wrote her an
anonymous letter telling her that I was to write the story of the Durward trial,
telling her that, for the sake of her father, she must stop this being done,
and that if I refused her request she must then go straight to Strex and ask
him not to give the interview. In other words, Ralston created a motive for
Alexia Durward to kill Strex, and he created a situation by which she would be
at Strex's house at the approximate time when he intended to murder the old
man."


An exclamation
broke from Soames' lips. "My God! Mr. Vaness," he said, "you don't
expect me to believe this, do you?" 


"Just a
minute," said the journalist, "there's a lot more yet." 


 


"THE STORY of the Strex murder,"
Vaness continued, "is briefly this; Ralston, himself, told me that he was
with Strex on the night of the murder. He told me that Strex had telephoned him
that I was coming to interview him, and asking Ralston to go round and see him
first. Now, it struck me at the time that it was rather peculiar for Strex, who
though an old man, is quite capable of walking, should have asked Ralston, a
cripple, to go round to him. Don't you see? Ralston had to have an excuse for
being at Strex's house. 


"Very well
then, Ralston went to see Strex. He told Strex that things were getting pretty
warm and that probably in future the old man must be careful not to say a word which
would give either himself or Ralston away. Possibly, had Ralston been satisfied
with Strex's attitude, he might still have let the old man go, but one thing
made up his mind for him whilst he was talking to Strex. The old man, half
senile, was writing some words on the blotting-paper before him— the words
which you found obliterated by his own blood. Those words were— 'Durward was
innocent.' 


"Now,
Soames, you remember that piece of blotting-paper went to the chemical experts
at the Yard. Has anybody seen it since? You shake your head. Of course they
haven't; it was destroyed by Ralston. Now Ralston had definitely made up his
mind that Strex must die. On some pretext or other he got behind the old man,
and stabbed him. There was no one in the house except the butler, and he was
asleep. 


"Ralston,
knowing that the girl would arrive at any moment, ran and opened the front
door, leaving it ajar, knowing that she would go straight to Strex's study
without ringing the front door bell. He then ran back to the study, and hid
behind the curtains behind Strex's body. He saw the girl come in look at the
body, turn, and run straight out of the house leaving the door open behind her.



"Here,
Ralston made his first mistake. He closed and locked the door. He should have
left it open. Within five minutes I appear on the scene, ring the door bell,
and, let in by the butler, go straight to the study. Ralston was still behind
the curtains. He had had no time to get away. he awaited his opportunity, and,
as I turned my back to him to telephone to Scotland Yard, he slipped out of the
French windows, which he locked behind him with the key which he had taken from
Strex's pocket; because, if you will remember, when Strex's body was searched
afterwards it was Ralston who found that key, and it was easiest for him to
find it because he put it there first." 


"All this
sounds very wonderful, Mr. Vaness," said Soames, "but there's one
thing that smashes your case to pieces absolutely, something that's so obvious
you've forgotten it." 


Vaness smiled. "What
is it, Soames?" he asked. 


"Just this,"
said Soames. "Ralston's a cripple. He can't move out of that chair of his."



"Can't he?"
said Vaness. "How do you know?" 


He leaned closer
to the inspector. "How does anybody know that Ralston's a cripple?"
he said. "This paralysis attacked him five years ago, I understand, just
about the time that he began to think seriously of removing the people who knew
too much about him. Well, yesterday I had certain enquiries made. Ralston has
never attended any hospital in London; his own doctor has never treated him for
paralysis. In other words Ralston's paralysis was simply a very wonderful
alibi, one might almost term it. He was putting himself in a position so that
no one would have suspected him of any murder, especially a murder where a good
deal of walking, and climbing over a twelve-foot wall was necessary. I think
you will find, inspector, that Ralston can walk just as well as you or I can."



"But, look
here, Mr. Vaness," said Soames. "Even allowing that Ralston's
paralysis is a fake, how would he keep a thing like that from his wife? She'd
know." 


"Of course
she knows," said Vaness. "Why shouldn't she know? She's in the whole
thing with him. The anonymous letters written to Selks during the Durward
trial, and the letters written to Miss Durward during their present business, I'll
stake my life were written by Mrs. Ralston with her left hand, but we shall
soon see whether that's so or not." 


Soames scratched
his head. "Well," he said, " I don't know where I am. It all
sounds very feasible. But do you expect me to go round and arrest Ralston on
the strength of this, Mr. Vaness?" 


"Not a bit
of it," said Vaness. "We'll try a little bluff. Come round with me to
Ralston's place. Let me talk to him, and we'll see what happens. Come on,
Soames." 
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THE EERIE silence of the room was disturbed
only by the ticking of the grand-father-clock and the monotone of Vaness's
voice, as, with his eyes on Ralston, he recounted, detail by detail, the case
he had built up. Soames, sitting on the other side of the fireplace, fingered
his hat nervously, and watched Ralston as if he expected him, with a few words,
to smash down the ridiculous story to which he was listening. 


Vaness finished,
and rose to his feet. "Well, Ralston," he said, " what about it
? "Ralston smiled rather wearily. "He's right, Soames," he said.
"I did it. There are just one or two points where he's gone oft the rails,
but I can put you right on those. Clever devil, Mr. Vaness. Too clever, damn
you!"


"Candidly,"
Ralston continued, with a ghost of his own good-natured smile, "I'm only
annoyed about one thing. I plotted this thing; I've spent months scheming it
out; I thought I'd evolved the perfect crime. I killed Strex and Garrington,
the man who was Durward's head clerk, had a pretty good idea that I had done
so. That's why he's cleared off tonight. He's a clever fellow, is Garrington,
and I'm afraid you won't get him. Strex knew too much, and I thought that he
might talk. 


"Unfortunately,
I had to act pretty quickly, because it was not till late in the morning of the
murder that I heard that Vaness had been commissioned to write the story of the
Durward trial. After I heard the news I sent the urchin round to Alexia Durward's
flat with the first anonymous letter. I knew that she would go to Vaness's room's
that night. I know that she would go to Strex's house afterwards. I realised
that everyone would suspect her of the murder, but the most wonderful thing
that could possibly happen to me was when Scotland Yard asked mo. to handle the
case. This was the one bright ending of my scheme. 


"Here was
I, a murderer, asked to catch myself, and like most murderers, I was too
cocksure. I talked too much to Vaness, although how he got his original idea
that I was the criminal I don't know; and I didn't allow for the fact that he
would get keen on this girl. It just shows you, Soames," said Ralston,
with a smile, "that you must never trust these journalists too much. They're
nasty fellows." 


Soames rose to
his feet. "Well, Ralston," he said, "you'd better come along and
make a statement. I think then, if I were you, I'd shut up." 


Ralston put his
hand into the pocket of his coat. " I'm not making any statement, Soames,"
he said. "I've played my hand, and I've lost, but if you think that you're
going to get me on the dock you're mistaken. So long Vaness." He withdrew
his hand from the pocket of his coat, and put it quickly to his mouth. Then a
tiny bottle fell on the floor. Soames muttered a curse. 


"Very much
the easiest way, this way," gasped Ralston. His head fell forward. Soames
scratched his head. 


"What do
you know about that?" he said "I never suspected he'd kill himself.
What are we going to do? We'll have to move him, I. suppose." 


"I shouldn't
worry about that tonight if I were you, Soames," said Vaness. Take a tip
from me; go and tell Mrs. Ralston what's happened. Break it to her quietly, and
say that you'll take the body away tomorrow. When you've done this, meet me at
the public house round the corner—'the Three Feathers' —in the saloon-bar. I've
got another surprise for you." 


"This is a
night of surprises," said Soames. "What's the next one to be ?" 


"Just this,"
said Vaness. Before Ralston killed himself he was too much of a sportsman to
give away the other gentleman, the man who killed Selks." 


"Heavens!"
said Soames. "I'd forgotten all about that." 


"I hadn't,"
said Vaness. " I've got a pretty good idea where our missing friend is,
this elusive Garrington. I think we might go along there and complete the haul,
don't you, Soames? Anyhow, you and go and talk to Mrs. Ralston. Somehow I don't
think she'll be too disturbed at the death of her husband. Then meet me around
the corner. See you then." 


Vaness took his
hat, and loft the house, leaving Soames to talk to Mrs. Ralston, and, as he
walked towards "The Three Feather," he was smiling quite happily,
unlike a man who has left the presence of death. 


 


FIFTEEN MINUTES afterwards Soames appeared.
"You were right, Mr. Vaness," he said. "She wasn't very
surprised There's no doubt that she had known about the business all along, and
probably helped in it. Luckily for her, however, her husband's confession gets
her off any responsibility in the business." 


"Exactly,"
said Vaness. "What arrangements have you made about Ralston's body?"


"She's
going to have it moved upstairs," said, the police officer. "There's
no reason why it shouldn't be moved. Of course, there will have to be a post
mortem, and the whole bag of tricks will come to light. By Jove, Mr. Vaness,
you're going to get some kudos out of this!"


Vaness smiled. "Yes,"
he agreed, "it be a good bit of business both for me and the Daily Sun,
but it will he better still for Miss Durward. If it hadn't been for the fact
that I managed to stumble on the truth she would possibly have been convicted
for the Strex murder." 


Soames mopped
his brow. You're right," he said. "It's been a bad business.
Naturally enough, all the way through I've simply followed Ralston's
instructions. He had everything in his hands. Now, Mr Vaness, what's the second
surprise. I'm prepared for anything to-night!" 


"The second
surprise is Garrington," said the journalist. "We'll get him tonight
—in about a couple of hours' time, I should think. He may give us trouble, for
he's a tough character is Mr. Garrington. I suggest that you get a couple of
plain clothes men to keep observation on the back of the house in Palmerston
Street from half-past eight o'clock tonight. We'll go to the house at about a
quarter to nine, and if I am not very much surprised we shall get Mr.
Garrington."


The detective
finished his drink.  


"But why
should Garrington go back there? " he asked. "Surely if he suspects
that we are after him he will give that place a wide berth." 


"He will
give it a wide berth after to-night," said Vaness, .V but don't you see he
will think that the police will have their hands full for a day or two, and
that they will not worry a great deal about him at the moment."


He got up and
prepared to depart. "Now you get your men posted, at eight-thirty,"
he said, " and you meet me at the end of Palmerston Street at twenty
minutes to nine, and if I were you I should have an automatic in my pocket.
Garrington may try to be funny."


Vaness drove
straight back to his flat at Garron Mansions, and telephoned immediately to the
cottage at Billericay. Alexia answered him, and he was delighted to be able to
tell her that all was well.


"Come up to
town at once, my dear," he said. "There's no reason why you should
continue to rusticate at Billericay in the middle of winter! I shall be out
when you arrive, but you and Mary can amuse yourselves until I come back. I
expert to be back here at about ten thirty." 


He hung up the
receiver, thrilled with the delight in her voice, and after telephoning instructions
to the hall porter that he was to be called at eight o'clock he lay down on his
bed for a well-earned rest.


Vaness realised
that the absolute success of his theory turned on Garrington returning to the
Palmerston Street house, but he was fairly certain that this would happen. In
any event Ralston's confession had cleared Alexia, although Vaness was
naturally desirous of completing the case so that the whole thing would be
finished and on the front page of the Daily Sun next morning. Needless
to say he was unable to sleep, he lay with closed eyes until the porter rang
through with news that eight o'clock had arrived.
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KEEPING IN THE dark shadows which bounded
the street, Soames and Vaness approached the house. 


"Have you
got a gun?" whispered the police-officer. 


"Yes,"
replied the journalist. "I'm not taking any chances where Mr. Garrington
is concerned! " 


He pushed open
the creaking iron gate and fan up the dirty steps to the front door. Close
behind him came Soames. As the woman opened the door Soames gave it a push, and
they stepped into the ill-lit hall. 


"This
gentleman is a police officer, Mrs. Strevens," said Vaness, "and he
wants to have a few words with Mr. Garrington. There's no need for you to
announce us, we'll go straight up. Please close the door quietly so that he
doesn't hear." 


The woman,
thoroughly frightened, closed the front door softly behind them, and Vaness
leading the way, they crept up the stairs towards the door on the first floor
landing. As they approached the sound of voices came to their ears. The voice
of a man, interrupted occasionally by a woman's lighter tone. Vaness motioned Soames
to stand still. 


"Do you
recognise the woman's voice," he whispered. 


Soames listened
intently. "By Jove, that's Mrs. Ralston," he said, after listening
for a moment. 


"Exactly,"
said Vaness. "Now, get ready for your second surprise!"


He crept up the
few remaining stairs, Soames close on his heels. Arrived at the door, Vaness
suddenly threw it open and stepped into the room, drawing his automatic pistol
from his pocket as he did so.


The woman turned
towards them, her eyes wide with fear. The man spun round with an oath, then
seeing the journalist's automatic pistol pointed straight at him, said nothing,
but stood staring at them. 


" Good
evening, Mrs Ralston." said Vaness. "You did not expect to see us
quite so soon, I think! " 


Vaness turned to
Soames. "This gentleman, Inspector," he said, "is Mr.
Garrington, alias ex-Chief Inspector Ralston of Scotland Yard. Oh, it's no use
cursing, Ralston, the game's up, and you might as well take off that wig and
those false eyebrows and moustache. It was a good idea, but it hasn't come off.
You're finished!" 


Ralston, with a
muttered oath, tore off the wig and moustache. Then he sat down on the rickety
bed. 


"Curse you!"
he said. I loathe you, Vaness, and I never expected that you had enough brains
to pull this on me. Hell, the game's up this time and no nonsense." 


Soames stepped
forward, and the handcuffs snapped over Ralston's wrists. Then the inspector
stopped to the window and whistled, and, a minute afterwards, two plain clothes
men appeared at the door of the room.


After Ralston
and his wife had been taken away, Soames turned to the journalist.


"By Jove,
Mr. Vaness," he said, "I have to hand it to you this time! How the
devil did you know that Ralston and Garrington were the same man?"


"I'll tell
you,'' said Vaness. "It's an interesting story, and the Garrington part of
it fills in the blanks in the story which told you yesterday, before we went
round to see Ralston, and before he made his confession which I knew he would
make. I had no idea that Ralston was Garrington until after my interview with
Garrington here. He lost his temper, and I noticed that he knocked his knuckles
on the banister in a rather peculiar manner. Probably I should have thought
nothing of this, but just before coming out here I had seen Ralston. We had a
bit of an arguments and in the process he did exactly the same thing as
Garrington did afterwards. He knocked his knuckles on the arm of his chair in
the same peculiar manner. 


"Directly I
saw Garrington do the same thing I immediately came to the conclusion that
Garrington and Ralston were the same man, and I made a few quick inquiries on
that assumption. In the meantime Sparkes, the night editor of the Daily Sun,
had been in touch with our South African agent, and had made the interesting
discovery that this Garrington— the real one-- had died in Cape Town five years
ago. Ralston's plot was a splendid one. He planned the perfect crime, and very
nearly pulled it off. 


"During the
Durward trial, when he was questioning this head clerk of Durward's who, by the
way, had nothing whatever to do with the embezzlement, Ralston was probably
struck by the physical likeness which existed between Garrington and himself,
with the exception of the colour of hair and eyebrows, and the fact that
Garrington wore a moustache. After the investigations had commenced, Ralston
wrote the anonymous letter to Selks, and made an appointment with him, at which
appointment he turned up disguised as Garrington. He intended that Selks should
see him but not speak to him, so that afterwards it would be easy for him to
accuse Selks of having been bribed by Garrington. He adopted this method of
discrediting Selks because he realised that the unfortunate man suspected that
something was wrong about the Durward case.


"After the
trial Garrington, probably on Ralston's suggestion, went to South Africa, where
he died. Ralston knew this, and therefore conceived the bright idea of adopting
another personality, that of Garrington. he had got the wig, eyebrows and
moustache made, and he took this room where he could live occasionally as
Garrington, who had turned sailor. This would account for his frequent
absences.


"In the
meantime he had pretended to become paralysed, and resigned from the police
force. He knew that eventually he was going to murder Strex and Selks, because
they both knew too much about him, and he also knew that, as he had a double
personality, if he were accused as Ralston of the murders, he would simply
confess, pretend to commit suicide, and made a getaway as Garrington. If, on
the other hand, Garrington were suspected of the murders, he would simply
appear to be Ralston. You see how perfect the idea was. When I accused Ralston
of the murder tonight, he simply took a weak solution of chloroform which made
it appear that he had committed suicide. He took a chance on the fact that we
should not immediately call a doctor, and, even if we had, he would have seized
some opportunity afterwards of making his escape and immediately adopting the
disguise of Garrington. He knew that the police would then be looking for
Ralston, and as Garrington he would be safe.


"Unfortunately,
like most criminals, Ralston, made one or two little mistakes which put me on
the right track. he suggested to me that Miss Durward had been out to see
Garrington and had told him that Selks was probably going to talk, and that she
had suggested that the easiest way out of the business was for Garrington to
meet Selks at the appointment which she had made and kill him. He did not know,
however that, at the time when he suggested she was doing this she was sitting
in my rooms with myself and my sister-in-law, as, you will remember, this was
the day during which. Miss Durward gave your man the slip. As a matter of fact
she has been living down at my sister-in-law's cottage."


"Ralston's
worst mistake, however, was that of returning to this house to-night. What he
should have done was to immediately disguise himself as Garrington and try to
make a getaway. He would at least have stood a chance. But he thought that
after he had confessed— as Ralston— to the Strex murder, and after he had
pretended to commit suicide, that we should do nothing until the next day, when
should have discovered that Ralston's body had mysteriously disappeared, and
his wife too! 


"Another
mistake which he made was in thinking that Miss Durward would not show me the
second anonymous letter which she received— the one telling her to meet Selks,
for he believed that I had accepted his theory that she was the murderess of
Strex, and that I was not likely to believe anything which she told me.
However, I did believe the second letter to be another attempt to hang
something on to her, and went myself to the appointment at Pinner. Unluckily I
was too late, for Ralston, hiding in a narrow passage between the houses on the
other side of the road, shot Selks with a gun, knowing perfectly well that it
would be some minutes before anyone could reach the spot. You see the houses—
or most of them— at that end of Grange Road are to let, which is why he
selected that spot. 


"He
probably had a car waiting somewhere possibly at the end of the lane, and he
drove back immediately to Palmerston Street, where he had a duplicate invalid
chair. It would take him only two minutes to shed his disguise in a dark street,
get into the chair, and become Ralston, the crippled detective." 


Soames whistled.



"What a
case, Mr. Vaness," he said. "Miss Durward is lucky that you came in
on it, for the evidence against her was strong enough to hang anyone. Well, I
must get off to the police station and charge this precious couple. Needless to
say we shall want you for a witness, Mr. Vaness." 


"I'll be
there when you want me, Soames," said the journalist. " Ring me up at
my flat. By the way, you might ring up Miss Durward— she's at my flat— and
apologise for the mistake which you people have been making." He grinned
cynically at the detective. 


"I'll do
that," said Soames. "It's the least we can do. Well, good-night, Mr.
Vaness, I'll be seeing you to-morrow, I expect." 


He went off down
the stairs. After a few words to Mrs. Strevens, Vaness walked round to the
garage where he had left his car. Then he drove as rapidly as possible to Fleet
Street. He found Sparkes at his desk, and in a few words told him the gist of
the story.


Sparkes—
surprised at nothing!— grinned. 


"What a
story!" he said. "You've done it this time, Vaness. This will be the
biggest scoop we've had in the last five years!" 


"Hold it
until to-morrow, Sparkes," said Vaness. " When I've got the O.K. from
the Yard, we'll print it before anyone else gets it. Good-night. I've got an
important job to do. See you tomorrow." 


He paused at the
door of Sparkes' office. "By the way, Sparkes," he said. "you
might ring up my flat and tell Miss Durward that I'll be along in half-an-hour."


Sparkes grinned.
" With pleasure," he said. " But it won't take you half-an-hour
to drive from here to your place." 


"I know,"
said Vaness, " but I've got to do something first." He nodded and
went off.


Ten minutes
later, after having knocked up a jeweller friend in the vicinity of Charing
Cross, the journalist selected a charming engagement ring. Then he got back
into his car, and drove off toward Garron Mansions.


It was a fine
cold night, and as his car speeded up Regent Street, Vaness saw before him
Alexia's face, happy and smiling, with the memories of the last few unhappy
days removed from her eyes. He trod on the accelerator. 


_________________
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"BUT WHAT seems so odd to me, so
horribly pathetic, is that such people don't resist," said Leidall,
suddenly entering the conversation. The intensity of his tone startled
everybody; it was so passionate, yet with a beseeching touch that made the
women feel uncomfortable a little. "As a rule, I'm told, they submit
willingly, almost as though—"


He hesitated,
grew confused, and dropped his glance to the floor; and a smartly-dressed
woman, eager to be heard, seized the opening. 


"Oh, come
now," she laughed; "one always hears of a man being put into a strait
waistcoat. I'm sure he doesn't slip it on as if he were going to a dance!"
And she looked flippantly at Leidall, whose casual manners she resented. "People
are put under restraint. It's not in human nature to accept it— healthy human
nature, that is?" But for some reason no one took her question up. 


"That is
so, I believe, yes," a polite voice murmured, while the group at tea in
the Dover Street Club turned with one accord to Leidall as to one whose
interesting sentence still remained unfinished. He had hardly spoken before,
and a silent man is ever credited with wisdom.


"As though—
you were just saying, Mr. Leidall?" a quiet little man in a dark corner
helped him.


"As though,
I meant, a man in that condition of mind is not insane all through,"
Leidall continued stammeringly; "but that some wise portion of him watches
the proceeding with gratitude, and welcomes the protection against himself. It
seems awfully pathetic. Still"— again hesitating and fumbling in his
speech— "er— it seems queer to me that he should yield quietly to enforced
restraint— the waistcoat, handcuffs, and the rest." He looked round
hurriedly, half suspiciously, at the faces in the circle, then dropped his eyes
again to the floor. He sighed, leaning back in his chair. "I cannot
understand it," he added, as no one spoke, but in a very low voice, and
almost to himself. "One would expect them to struggle furiously."


Someone had
mentioned that remarkable book, The Mind that Found Itself, and the
conversation had slipped into this serious vein. The women did not like it.
What kept it alive was the fact that the silent Leidall, with his handsome,
melancholy face, had suddenly wakened into speech, and that the little man
opposite to him, half invisible in his dark corner, was assistant to one of
London's great hypnotic doctors, who could, an he would, tell interesting and
terrible things. No one cared to ask the direct question, but all hoped for
revelations, possibly about people they actually knew. It was a very ordinary
tea-party indeed. And this little man now spoke, though hardly in the desired
vein. He addressed his remarks to Leidall across the disappointed lady.


"I think,
probably, your explanation is the true one," he said gently, "for
madness in its commoner forms is merely want of proportion; the mind gets out
of right and proper relations with its environment. The majority of madmen are
mad on one thing only, while the rest of them is as sane as myself— or you."


The words fell
into the silence. Leidall bowed his agreement, saying no actual word. The
ladies fidgeted. Someone made a jocular remark to the effect that most of the
world was mad anyhow, and the conversation shifted with relief into a lighter
vein— the scandal in the family of a politician. Everybody talked at once.
Cigarettes were lit. The corner soon became excited and even uproarious. The
tea-party was a great success, and the offended lady, no longer ignored, led
all the skirmishes— towards herself. She was in her element. Only Leidall and
the little invisible man in the corner took small part in it; and presently,
seizing the opportunity when some new arrivals joined the group, Leidall rose
to say his adieux, and slipped away, his departure scarcely noticed. Dr.
Hancock followed him a minute later. 


The two men met
in the hall; Leidall already had his hat and coat on. "I'm going West, Mr.
Leidall. If that's your way too, and you feel inclined for the walk, we might
go together." 


Leidall turned
with a start. His glance took in the other with avidity— a keenly-searching,
hungry glance. He hesitated for an imperceptible moment, then made a movement
towards him, half inviting, while a curious shadow dropped across his face and
vanished. It was both pathetic and terrible. The lips trembled. He seemed to
say, "God bless you; do come with me!" But no words were audible.


"It's a
pleasant evening for a walk," added Dr. Hancock gently; "clean and
dry under foot for a change. I'll get my hat and join you in a second."
And there was a hint, the merest flavour, of authority in his voice.


That touch of
authority was his mistake. Instantly Leidall's hesitation passed. "I'm
sorry," he said abruptly, "but I'm afraid I must take a taxi. I have
an appointment at the Club, and I'm late already." 


"Oh, I see,"
the other replied, with a kindly smile; "then I mustn't keep you. But if
you ever have a free evening, won't you look me up, or come and dine? You'll
find my telephone number in the book. I should like to talk with you about—
those things we mentioned at tea." 


Leidall thanked
him politely and went out. The memory of the little man's kindly sympathy and
understanding eyes went with him.


 


"WHO WAS
that man?" someone asked, the moment Leidall had left the tea-table. "Surely
he's not the Leidall who wrote that awful book some years ago?"


"Yes— The
Gulf of Darkness. Did you read it?"


They discussed
it and its author for five minutes, deciding by a large majority that it was
the book of a madman. Silent, rude men like that always had a screw loose
somewhere, they agreed. Silence was invariably morbid.


"And did
you notice Dr. Hancock? He never took his eyes off him. That's why he followed
him out like that. I wonder if he thought anything!"


"I know
Hancock well," said the lady of the wounded vanity. "I'll ask him and
find out." They chattered on, somebody mentioned a risqué play, the talk
switched into other fields, and in due course the tea-party came to an end.


 


AND LEIDALL,
meanwhile, made his way towards the Park on foot, for he had not taken a taxi
after all. The suggestion of the other man, perhaps, had worked upon him. He
was very open to suggestion. With hands deep in his overcoat pockets, and head
sunk forward between his shoulders, he walked briskly, entering the Park at one
of the smaller gates. He made his way across the wet turf, avoiding the paths
and people. The February sky was shining in the west; beautiful clouds floated
over the houses; they looked like the shore-line of some radiant strand his
childhood once had known. He sighed; thought dived and searched within;
self-analysis, that old, implacable demon, lifted its voice; introspection took
the reins again as usual. There seemed a strain upon the mind he could not
dispel. Thought circled poignantly. He knew it was unhealthy, morbid, a sign of
those many years of difficulty and stress that had marked him so deeply, but
for the life of him he could not escape from the hideous spell that held him.
The same old thoughts bored their way into his mind like burning wires, tracing
the same unanswerable questions. From this torture, waking or sleeping, there
was no escape. Had a companion been with him it might have been different. If,
for instance, Dr. Hancock—


He was angry
with himself for having refused— furious; it was that vile, false pride his
long loneliness had fostered. The man was sympathetic to him, friendly,
marvellously understanding; he could have talked freely with him, and found
relief. His intuition had picked out the little doctor as a man in ten thousand.
Why had he so curtly declined his gentle invitation? Dr. Hancock knew; he
guessed his awful secret. But how? In what had he betrayed himself?


The weary
self-questioning began again, till he sighed and groaned from sheer exhaustion.
He must find people, companionship, someone to talk to. The Club— it crossed
his tortured mind for a second— was impossible; there was a conspiracy among
the members against him. He had left his usual haunts everywhere for the same
reason— his restaurants where he had his lonely meals; his music-hall, where he
tried sometimes to forget himself; his favourite walks, where the very
policeman knew and eyed him. And, coming to the bridge across the Serpentine
just then, he paused and leaned over the edge, watching a bubble rise to the
surface.


"I suppose
there are fish in the Serpentine?" he said to a man a few feet away.


They talked a
moment— the other was evidently a clerk on his way home, and then the stranger
edged off and continued his walk, looking back once or twice at the sad-faced
man who had addressed him. 


"It's
ridiculous, that with all our science we can't live under water as the fish do,"
reflected Leidall, and moved on round the other bank of the water, where he
watched a flight of duck whirl down from the darkening air and settle with a
long, mournful splash beside the bushy island. "Or that, for all our pride
of mechanism in a mechanical age, we cannot really fly."


But these
attempts to escape from self were never very successful. Another part of him
looked on and mocked. He returned ever to the endless introspection of
self-analysis, and in the deepest moment of it— ran into a big, motionless
figure that blocked his way. It was the Park policeman, the one who had always
eyed him. He sheered off suddenly towards the trees, while the man, recognising
him, touched his cap respectfully. 


"It's a
pleasant evening, sir; turned quite mild again." 


Leidall mumbled
some reply or other, and hurried on to hide himself among the shadows of the
trees. The policeman stood and watched him, till the darkness swallowed him. 


"He knows
too!" groaned the wretched man. And every bench was occupied; every face
turned to watch him; there were even figures behind the trees. He dared not go
into the street, for the very taxi-drivers were against him. If he gave an
address, he would not be driven to it; the man would know, and take him
elsewhere. And something in his heart, sick with anguish, weary with the
endless battle, suddenly yielded.


"There are
fish in the Serpentine," he remembered the stranger had said. "And,"
he added to himself, with a wave of delicious comfort, "they lead secret,
hidden lives that no one can disturb." 


His mind cleared
surprisingly. In the water he could find peace and rest and healing. Good Lord!
How easy it all was! Yet he had never thought of it before. He turned sharply
to retrace his steps, but in that very second the clouds descended upon his
thought again, his mind darkened, he hesitated. Could he get out again when he
had had enough? Would he rise to the surface? A battle began over these
questions. He ran quickly, then stood still again to think the matter out.
Darkness shrouded him. He heard the wind rush laughing through the trees. The
picture of the whirring duck flashed back a moment, and he decided that the
best way was by air, and not by water. He would fly into the place of rest, not
sink or merely float; and he remembered the view from his bedroom window, high
over old smoky London town, with a drop of eighty feet on to the pavements.
Yes, that was the best way. He waited a moment, trying to think it all out
clearly, but one moment the fish had it, and the next the birds. It was really
impossible to decide. Was there no one who could help him, no one in all this
enormous town who was sufficiently on his side to advise him on the point? Some
clear-headed, experienced, kindly man?


And the face of
Dr. Hancock flashed before his vision. He saw the gentle eyes and sympathetic
smile, remembered the soothing voice and the offer of companionship he had
refused. Of course, there was one serious drawback: Hancock knew. But he was
far too tactful, too sweet and good a man to let that influence his judgment,
or to betray in any way at all that he did know.


Leidall found it
in him to decide. Facing the entire hostile world, he hailed a taxi from the
nearest gate upon the street, looked up the address in a chemist's telephone
book, and reached the door in a condition of delight and relief. Yes, Dr.
Hancock was at home. Leidall sent his name in. A few minutes later the two men
were chatting pleasantly together, almost like old friends, so keen was the
little man's intuitive sympathy and tact. Only Hancock, patient listener though
he proved to be, was uncommonly full of words. Leidall explained the matter
very clearly. 


"Now, what
is your decision, Dr. Hancock? Is it to be the way of the fish or the way of
the duck?" And, while Hancock began his answer with slow, well-chosen
words, a new idea, better than either, leaped with a flash into his listener's
mind. It was an inspiration. For where could he find a better hiding-place from
all his troubles than Hancock himself? The man was kindly; he surely would not
object. Leidall this time would not hesitate a second. He was tall and broad;
Hancock was small; yet he was sure there would be room. He sprang upon him like
a wild animal. He felt the warm, thin throat yield and bend between his great
hands... then darkness, peace and rest, a nothingness that surely was the
oblivion he had so long prayed for. He had accomplished his desire. He had
secreted himself forever from persecution— inside the kindliest little man he
had ever met— inside Hancock....


He opened his
eyes and looked about him into a room he did not know. The walls were soft and
dimly coloured. It was very silent. Cushions were everywhere. Peaceful it was,
and out of the world. Overhead was a skylight, and one window, opposite the
door, was heavily barred. Delicious! No one could get in. He was sitting in a
deep and comfortable chair. He felt rested and happy. There was a click, and he
saw a tiny window in the door drop down, as though worked by a sliding panel.
Then the door opened noiselessly, and in came a little man with smiling face
and soft brown eyes—Dr. Hancock.


Leidall's first
feeling was amazement. "Then I didn't get into him properly after all! Or
I've slipped out again, perhaps! The dear, good fellow!" And he rose to
greet him. He put his hand out, and found that the other came with it in some
inexplicable fashion. Movement was cramped. "Ah, then I've had a stroke,"
he thought, as Hancock pressed him, ever so gently, back into the big chair. 


"Do not get
up," he said soothingly but with authority; "sit where you are and
rest. You must take it very easy for a bit; like all clever men who have
overworked—"


"I'll get
in the moment he turns," thought Leidall. "I did it badly before. It
must be through the back of his head, of course, where the spine runs up into
the brain," and he waited till Hancock should turn. But Hancock never
turned. He kept his face towards him all the time, while he chatted, moving
gradually nearer to the door. On Leidall's face was the smile of an innocent
child, but there lay a hideous cunning behind that smile, and the eyes were
terrible.


"Are those
bars firm and strong," asked Leidall, "so that no one can get in?"
He pointed craftily, and the doctor, caught for a second unawares, turned his
head. That instant Leidall was upon him with a roar, then sank back powerless
into the chair, unable to move his arms more than a few inches in any direction.
Hancock stepped up quietly and made him comfortable again with cushions.


And something in
Leidall's soul turned round and looked another way. His mind became clear as
daylight for a moment. The effort perhaps had caused the sudden change from darkness
to great light. A memory rushed over him. 


"Good God!"
he cried. "I am violent. I was going to do you an injury— you who are so
sweet and good to me!" He trembled dreadfully, and burst into tears. "For
the sake of Heaven," he implored, looking up, ashamed and keenly penitent,
"put me under restraint. Fasten my hands before I try it again." 


He held both
hands out willingly, beseechingly, then looked down, following the direction of
the other's kind brown eyes. His wrists, he saw, already wore steel handcuffs,
and a strait waistcoat was across his chest and arms and shoulders.


_______________
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'CELIA!' I cried, as I hurried up the
turret stair. 'Celia! for the love of heaven come back.' 


But my
daughter's lithe young limbs were too quick for me. She turned a deaf ear to my
appeal, and when I reached the room which she occupied at the top of the tower,
it was to find it shut and bolted in my face. I drummed helplessly on the
age-blackened oak. 


'It is no use,
mother,' came back the clear, vibrant tones from within; 'I am really not mad,
and I wish to be alone for a little while.'


Without entering
upon a futile argument ending in recriminations that would have cut me to the
heart, I descended the winding stone steps, and made my way to the library.
There I sat down in the big chair by the fire and brooded over the trouble I
had borne so long alone. It was going to burst upon me at last, I was assured,
the storm I had dreaded for years, for the first premonitions of which I had
waited in continuous agony since Celia's birth; since, in fact, the dreadful
night when they came and took my dear husband to the asylum, where, three years
later, he had died— happily died, I have always felt justified in thinking,
after all the terror that went before. 


I have often
wondered how I survived that awful second year of my married life, beginning as
it did with my Lancelot's accident in the hunting field, continuing with his
ever-growing homicidal mania, directed for the most part against myself, and
ending, on the day that should have made me a happy mother, in his having to be
placed under restraint. 


But though I had
lived through it all, it was to become a sorrowful woman, weighed down with the
haunting fear that her father's malady would sooner or later show itself in my
winsome Celia. The thing had grown to be a nightmare with me. From morning to
night, as the years passed, I had been watching for signs of mental
disorganisation in my daughter's sweet face; her slightest actions had been
scrutinised by me for the first trace of eccentricity. 


A month before
the event I am narrating, I had noticed a little thing— two little tilings, in
fact; both quite unworthy of attention in any one not liable to hereditary
taint, but viewed by me in Celia's case as veritable danger signals. First, I
observed a strange brightness in her eyes and a restlessness in her movements quite
foreign to her usual placid demeanour and utterly unaccountable. 


Since my great
trouble we had lived a hermit life at Wrangwyn Chase, seeing no one but our
family physician, Dr. Merriam. I had felt it my duty deliberately to seclude
ourselves because of my rooted conviction that Celia must never marry. To hand
down to unborn babes that unspeakable curse would be a crime at which I could
never connive. My daughter, my beautiful, high-spirited daughter should be
isolated till, if God spared me so long to safeguard her, her eyes dimmed and
her fair cheeks faded. There had been no relaxing of my rigid rule against the
reception of strangers or the straying of Celia beyond the confines of the
park, and I was therefore at a loss to find a cause for the change in her.


The other
deviation from the ordered custom of our regular life had been a tendency on
Celia's part to withdraw from my society and spend much of her time alone in
her bedroom at the top of the western turret. Especially had it been the case
in the twilight hours between tea and dinner. On my remonstrating with her and
pressing for her reason for so shutting herself up, she had given answers at
first evasive and finally defiant. And now she had thrown off all pretense of
self-restraint and had confirmed my suspicions by the wild abandon of her reply
to my latest protest. 


On my calling
her back as she was leaving the library alter tea, she had flung back the
impudent rejoinder: 


'What nonsense,
mother! Are you afraid that some one will come courting me at the top of the
west tower?' 


And then she had
run away with that in her eye that had caused me to follow, only, as I have
related, to be out-distanced by her as she raced up the turret stairs. Well, on
one thing at least I could congratulate myself. The quick intuition which had
led me to notice the alteration in my daughter's manner and habits had also
prompted me to take precautions for her safety. So far, thank God, she had shown
no symptoms of her father's homicidal tendencies; but I had feared that up
there, in the solitude of her room, she might fall a prey, in some paroxysm of
mania, to an irresistible longing for self-destruction. It was even possible
that she had taken to shutting herself up with such an end in view. I had,
therefore, given orders for the window in her turret chamber, from which my
husband had once tried to hurl me, to be protected with iron bars. 


Only that
afternoon had the work been done during our absence while strolling in the
park. Celia knew nothing of it yet, and probably would not till the blind was
drawn in the morning. I was prepared for an outburst of passionate anger when
she made the discovery; but far better would that be than for her fall young
body to be found mangled on the road below. On that side Wrangwyn Chase abutted
on the scarp of a precipitous drop of fifty feet from the foundations to the
highway. From the first I had hated her using a room haunted by not the least
of my many sad memories; but I had been able to give her so few pleasures that
I could not deny her this choice of lofty eyrie whence she could view the world
forbidden. 


Never till the
last month had I reason to regret the concession. All through her colourless
childhood, and in the later years when she had been so much to me, her
occupation of the turret chamber had not caused me a single pang. But for those
wild eyes of hers and the whim she had taken for staying up there alone, It
would not have disquieted me now. What form would her madness take, I wondered
as I sat brooding in the firelight. Would she turn upon me and hate me, her
best loved one, as her father had done, or would she meditate injury to
herself? Would the mania take an acutely violent form, or would she sink into a
morose apathy, relieved by outbreaks of wild excitement? Colonel Wrangwyn had
suffered from both these phases during that awful year. Ah, me ! that It should
be my lot to bear that cruel burden over again. 


Suddenly, as it
in answer to my questions, a sound fell on my straining ears and caused me to
rush out into the hall. It was the sound of distant laughter. Celia's laughter,
wafted and magnified as by a speaking trumpet down the winding funnel of the
turret stair. There it was again, rising and falling, peal after peal of
high-pitched mirth that turned cry heart to stone. It continued all the time I
was running up the stairs, but ceased as suddenly as it had begun just as I got
to Celia's door. 


To my frantic
knock, to my fervent appeal for admission, there was no reply. Behind the
locked door there reigned silence more suggestive to me of untold horror than
even those resonant shrieks of laughter. There was a bell at the top of the
stairs, and my first impulse was to pull it. But this was man's work, and there
was only female servants in the house, my butler; being away on his holiday. To
summon a pack of silly maids would be futile, and,  moreover, the shame of it
stayed my hand. If my daughter was mad, as she must be If she were still alive,
the tragedy of it had best be got over quickly without the mouthings and
gesticulating of impotent women folk. 


God help me! How
impotent I felt myself! 


So I ran down
the stairs, and, snatching a wrap in the hall, hurried out of the front door
and round to the stable yard, where I found the coachman pottering in the
harness-room. I bade him take the dog-cart and drive like the wind into the
village for Dr. Merriam. 


'Tell him that
Miss Celia's ill,' I explained. 'How soon can you be back with him, Dan?' 


The old man laid
aside the snaffle he was polishing and eyed me curiously. 


'If the doctor's
in he shall be here in half-an-hour, ma'am,' he said. 'It's— it's never the old
sad trouble over again?'


Dan had been
with me in my husband's time, and I could not trust myself to speak. But I
think he understood, and I left him to his preparations. On going from the yard
something prompted me to turn to the side of the house and so round it to a
wicket gate that led out to the road that ran immediately under the back of the
Chase before curving round to the main entrance gates, a quarter of a mile
further on. From this side alone was it possible to gain a view of Celia's
window, high up in the corner turret. 


As I have said,
the mansion was perched upon the scarp of the bill, and between the road and
the foundations there was a steep rocky slope of some 50ft; It was nearly dark
now, and as I emerged on to the silent highway my eager eyes sought the window
in the turret in the hope of catching some reassuring sign. I had just been
able to make out that the bars I had ordered were in position, when the ring of
metal on the hard road close at hand caused me to drop my gaze from the height.



A horseman was
approaching through the gathering dusk, and my fears were renewed at once. I
was positive that he had only just set his horse in motion. When I appeared he
must have been stationary, almost under Celia's window. 


'Pardon me,' I
said as he came up at a walk, 'Did you, in passing, notice anything wrong,
anything strange, up there!' and I pointed to the summit of the tower. 


'It is Mrs.
Wrangwyn, of the Chase, is it not? No, I certainly saw nothing wrong or strange
at that window,' came the reply in a pleasant voice, which, having something of
constraint in it, caused me to look more closely at its owner. 


The horseman was
a well set-up young fellow of military bearing, and, although I had never seen
him before, I guessed that it was Sir Alured Cranston, who six months
previously had inherited a neighbouring estate from a distant cousin. True to
my usual custom, I had not left cards at Cranston Hall. 


'Yes, I am Mrs.
Wrangwyn,' I answered. 'I am afraid that my daughter is ill. At any rate, her
door is locked, and I can get no reply. I have sent my coachman for a doctor,
but it would relieve my suspense if— if some one would break through the door.
I have no man servant in the house.' 


I had heard
nothing but good accounts of him, and a swift impulse prompted me thus to
appeal to him in my distress. He appeared to deliberate, stroking his fair
moustache. Then, with a sudden gesture, he flung himself out of the saddle. 


'Pray command
me,' he said. 'I see that this gate is only available for pedestrians, but my
horse will stand all right if I hitch him to it.' 


So I led him
round to the front of the house and into the hall. The lamps bad been lighted
during my absence, but the bedroom candlesticks had not yet been set out, and
we should need light sow at the top of the tower. 


'If you will
wait in here for a moment I will procure a candle,' I said, opening the library
door. 'There is a good fire, and— Celia!' 


For in the low
chair where I had sat brooding my daughter was quietly turning the pages of a
novel. Hearing my exclamation she looked up, and at sight of the young man whom
I had shown in, stood up, smiling.   


'There must be
some mistake,' I began to falter wildly, turning to Sir Alured. 'My daughter
cannot have been in her room, as I thought, and I fear I have given you all
this trouble for nothing.' 


To my utter
amazement he looked from me to Celia, and in his glance there was a flash of
amusement, that was reciprocated by her breaking into a hearty laugh. 


'Oh, mother, you
are too funny for anything!' she cried. 'You have done your best to make a nun
of me, and then, when I kick over the traces and form— a— a pleasant
acquaintance against your orders, you go out and fetch him in to burst open my
bedroom door.'


Was there ever
such a paradox? What could I say or do? Her appearance in the library in this
serenely contemptuous mood after those peals of laughter upstairs was as great
a mystery as her evident understanding with Sir Alured Cranston. That they had
met before and knew each other was only too plain. I could only account for it
by Celia having disobeyed my injunction not to go beyond the park, and I was on
the point of expressing my displeasure when the parlour maid announced Dr.
Merriam. 


My silver-haired
old friend advanced into the zone of the lamplight, blinking from one to the
other of us. He, too, judging by the twinkle in his eye, was prepared for
comedy instead of the tragic chord I had struck for myself. 


'My dear lady,
behold me,' he began, 'I had expected to find Miss Celia at the point of death,
but she is apparently suffering from nothing worse than— German measles.' 


For, on his
entrance, the girl had gone as red as a peony and now, as he spoke, turned to
me all ablaze.  


'I think I must
be a very sane person, mother,' she cried, 'or you would have driven me mad
long ago. Because I go up to my room to get a glimpse of a friend, whom your
absurd restrictions prevent me from meeting as often as I should wish,  you
deem me mad, and put bars to my window. Then, when I find it out and indulge in
very natural merriment, you come rushing up, thinking me madder than ever, and
send for Dr. Merriam— to put me in an asylum, I suppose. Oh, yes, I know I have
been disobedient, but Alured has asked me— he had to do it on his fingers, poor
boy— to marry him, so unless you certify me an a lunatic, doctor, there will be
an end of it all.' 


I was more than
ever mystified, for that good old man only shook a playful finger at her, for
all the world an if she was merely a naughty child. 


'Go and show
your young gentleman the pictures in the hall,' he said to her. 'I will speak
to your mother as she ought to be spoken to. Now run away quick, unless you
want to be put to bed — for measles.' 


The door closed
on them, and the doctor came and placed his gnarled but well-kept hand on my
shoulder.


'Mrs. Wrangwyn,'
he said with kindly impressiveness, 'you have been very wrong not to tell me of
the fear that was on you. I could have set your mind at rest years ago. That
dear girl is no more in danger of insanity than I am myself, and never has
been. Your husband's malady was not due to disease of the brain, but to
mechanical injury to the brain— a totally different thing, and impossible of
transmission.'  


When I rose from
my knees Celia's arms were around me, and Dr. Merriam was rubbing his hands in
professional style near the door through which he had called her back. 


'After all,' he
purred, glancing slyly at me,  'I cannot altogether absolve my fair patient from
the stigma of an inherited taint. Carrying my mind back across the years, I
seem to remember, my dear madam, that your own engagement was entered upon
without the sanction of your parents and was even ratified by a runaway match.'



That indeed, had
been the case, and I am sure that my old friend meant no unkindness by the
reminder. In my great thankfulness for the lifting of my load I would not have
quarrelled with him if he had. 


'Then with the
inherited taint the parallel shall end,' I cried, pushing Celia toward the
door. 'There shall be no runaway match this time. You had better bring Sir
Alured in again, darling, and introduce him properly.'


_________________
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IT was a few
months after I had taken over Doctor Rashleigh's practice at the small
provincial town of Heatherbridge that Mrs. Rippon sent for me to see her daughter—
a charming, fair-haired girl of twenty-one. The serious nature of the case was
obvious from the outset, and I at once asked for a consultation with a London
specialist; the more promptly because I thought that my age (I was at that time
twenty-nine), and my strangeness to the place might naturally encourage an
imperfect confidence in my diagnosis.


Sir Frederick Dolamore, however, agreed with me in every
particular, and I shall never forget poor Mrs. Rippon's face as the three of us
sat together in his consulting room, after Juliette had been sent away. Sir
Frederick regarded her condition as practically hopeless; the patient must be
confined to her bed, and, indeed, he told her mother frankly that he did not
believe she would ever leave it again. Mrs. Rippon took up a good deal of his
time while she lamented the unfortunate circumstances. Juliette was engaged to
be married; preparations for the wedding were already begun; it seemed
inconceivable that her young life must be marred by what looked like a sudden
dispensation, although in truth the evil had been in progress unrecognised for
some time. Sir Frederick could only reiterate his opinion; Juliette's recovery
was a practical impossibility, unless she submitted to an operation— a
suggestion at which her mother eagerly caught.


But Sir Frederick shook his head. There were innumerable chances
against its success; he would not advise it; and so Mrs. Rippon dried her eyes,
and slowly rose from her chair.


"Dr. Milner," she said, resting a hand on my sleeve,
"you are not to say a word to Juliette; not a single word."


"No, no," said Sir Frederick. "Do whatever you can
to keep up her spirits. Don't allow her to grow hopeless. Of course, Doctor
Milner realises the desirability of keeping Miss Rippon in ignorance." 


On the way back to Heatherbridge in the train, It was pitiable to
see Mrs. Rippon's efforts to prevent the least suspicion of the actual state of
affairs from entering Juliette's mind.


"A great disappointment for you, dearest," she said.
"Sir Frederick insists that you must remain in bed—"


"Oh, but not for long, mother!" cried Juliette.


"That must depend on your health," I remarked in answer
to Mrs. Rippon's entreating glance.


"Does Dr. Milner know that— that I am going to be married in
six weeks' time?" asked Juliette.


"After all." urged her mother, "it will not be of
much importance if the day has to be postponed for— for a little while."


"I don't know what Ralph will say," murmured Juliette,
leaning back in her corner. Her father having been dead some years, she lived
in one of the best houses in Heatherbridge with Mrs. Rippon and a younger
sister, who at the age of nineteen was generally regarded as the more beautiful
of the two. Henrietta was smaller, fairer, perhaps brighter, although during
the few days after our visit to London her face looked melancholy enough.
Juliette was put to bed within an hour of her return, and I, for one, little
imagined she would ever leave her room again. At the same time, there are many
persons walking about the streets to-day. who, according to all medical
theories, ought to have been in their graves long ago!


Mrs. Rippon asked me to be present when she broke the news to
Ralph Desmond, a pleasant-looking man a year or two younger than myself, whose
disappointment was acute.


"You understand, Ralph," said Mrs. Rippon, "that
Juliette is not on any account to be allowed to suspect the truth about herself
Naturally it will be terribly painful for us all, but Sir Frederick agrees with
me that her life would be shortened if she guessed the real state of affairs.
Let us do our utmost to keep her happy and hopeful until the last."


For Ralph Desmond the outlook must have appeared dismal enough. He
realised that the marriage to which be had so hopefully looked forward would in
all human probability never take place; moreover, he was compelled, for perhaps
three or four years while Juliette went slowly downhill, to keep up these
difficult appearances.


No man could at first have acquitted himself better. She lay in a
large room through the windows of which the sunshine fell across her bed. Never
was a more tractable patient! Three times a week Ralph would come to spend half
an hour with her; generally with a book in his pocket and flowers in his hands.
The postponement of the wedding, as everything else, Juliette seemed to take
quite peacefully, and even after four months had passed, she still spoke as if
the delay were only temporary.


 


IT WAS one day in August that, having been summoned to a patient
at a distance, I went to pay the daily visit to Juliette earlier than usual,
and, entering the dining-room unexpectedly, I was taken aback on seeing Ralph
Desmond practically holding Henrietta Rippon in his arms. Although I strove to
appear unconscious of what was obviously going on, there followed a moment of
extreme embarrassment, and the same evening, after dinner, Ralph came to my
house. He did not wish to see me professionally, he told the servant, so that,
instead of going down to the consulting-room, I had him brought to the
drawing-room, where I was smoking a pipe. Ralph was a handsome fellow; tall,
with dark hair and engaging manners, but he had a guilty air this evening.


"Milner," he began, when I had given him a cigar,
"I felt bound to come and have a, jaw, after— after what you saw this
morning. I know you must think I'm an awful cad."


"I confess I was a good deal surprised," I answered.


"Look here, Milner," he continued, "whether you
believe it or not, it was the first time."


"Does that affect the question?" I asked.


"Good Lord!" he exclaimed, "I feel like a brute,
and yet— you see, Milner, I scarcely realised what was happening; neither did
Henrietta. The curious thing," he said, "is that it was entirely due
to our regard for Juliette."


"A rummy way of showing it," I suggested.


"Yes, I know," he admitted gloomily. "But after
what you and Mrs. Rippon told me that day after your journey to London,
naturally I knew that Juliette could never be my wife. Henrietta was most
awfully sympathetic with her sister; we were always talking about her illness
together, and then suddenly I discovered I had made a mistake. I really thought
Juliette was the one woman in the world for me, but you may think me a fool
when I tell you that I never cared for her anything like I've grown to care for
Henrietta."


"Even now," I said, "I scarcely see what you gain
by telling me all this."


"Only that we— Henrietta and I— couldn't bear the notion that
any human being should think we had deliberately— oh— surely you
understand!"


"I certainly don't understand," I hinted, "what you
intend to do in the event of Miss Juliette Rippon's recovery."


Now Ralph looked thoroughly startled. "I thought that was
absolutely out of the question!" he muttered.


"Oh well," I replied. "Nature plays some unexpected
pranks now and then, and although it is extremely improbable that Miss Rippon will
ever leave her room, that is not entirely inconceivable."


I sent him away in a deplorable state of mind, and I confess that
this was what I wished. That Juliette could recover I did not for an instant
believe, and it seemed pitiful to realise what was going on at the house. Not
that it wag easy to blame either Henrietta or Ralph very severely. No doubt
they had been told that the case was hopeless,  and they had been carried too
far by their feelings.


A gradual change was coming over Juliette, whom I continued, after
six months had passed, to visit dally. Although she was as patient and amenable
as ever, her spirits were steadily growing less cheerful, and she began to look
at me in a curiously intent and wistful manner.


I had not once seen her without Mrs. Rippon, but gradually, and
for what reason I can scarcely explain, beyond the tacit entreaty in her gaze,
the conclusion was forced upon me that Juliette had a desire for her mother's
absence. It was easy to manoeuvre to see her alone by coming at an unusual
hour.


"So you understood what I wished," she murmured, as I
took a chair by the side of her bed.


"I had the suspicion that you had something to say to
me," I replied.


"I have been longing for the opportunity for weeks," she
said, with a deeply drawn sigh. "But I must not waste time—"


"Mrs. Rippon is out," I told her.


"Yes, but Henrietta was sitting with me until she heard your
motor car!"


"I don't fancy she will come," I answered, for, in fact,
Henrietta had done her best to avoid me since my embarrassing discovery.


"Dr. Milner," said Juliette, "I wonder whether you
can understand! As you were sympathetic enough to guess what I wanted, perhaps
you may. My mother is not candid with me. Oh, she is dearer than you can
imagine. I am not blaming her, but I have asked for the truth about myself, and
she— she prevaricates. So I made up my mind to appeal to you. There is no one
else, because I cannot speak to Ralph about it— poor Ralph!


At first," Juliette continued, "I believed I should be
able to get up after a few weeks, but now so many have passed and I am still
here, I imagine all manner of things. Dr. Milner, I think I must be dying and I
beg you to tell me."


Well, rightly or wrongly, I yielded. I found it impossible to
resist the petition in her eyes, and, without realising what Mrs. Rippon or
others might say, I told her the absolute truth about herself.


Juliette took it with remarkable serenity.


"That is what I had grown to believe," she said, after a
short silence. "I can never thank you enough for your frankness. It is far
better I should know. I think I had a right to know. I do not wish to
die," she continued, "but you believe it is Inevitable. There is
nothing to be done?"


"Nothing but an operation."


"Do you think that might cure me?" she asked.


"If it were successful you would probably be better than you
have ever been in your life."


"You don't believe it would succeed?" she murmured
wistfully.


"The chances are against it."


"But," she insisted. "I would rather take the risk.
Dr. Milner, I should like to be able to live, but I would sooner die than lie
here month after month."


"Sir Frederick Dolamore was strongly against it," I
urged.


"But you— what is your opinion?"


"I think there is a remote— a very remote — prospect of
success," I replied.


"Then I shall have it done," she said, and although I
dwelt upon Mrs. Rippon's objection, Juliette kept to her determination. She
grasped my hand as I sat by her side, and besought me to do my utmost to
accomplish her purpose.


"Knowing the great risk you would run," I answered,
"how can you expect me to promise?"


"Because," she insisted, "you are the kind of man
to recognise my right to decide for myself. I am not a child, and I am in your
hands. No one else can exert the least influence for me, and I appeal to you— I
entreat you to let me have my own way."


I considered that she was justified. It was her own life that was
at stake, and when it came to the point, the casting vote ought to rest with
her. A few years earlier she would have stood no chance; the operation


was a new and extremely delicate one. and there was only one man
in England whom I could allow to perform it. It was true that Juliette would
probably never recover from the anaesthetic, but on the other hand there existed
just the remote possibility that she might in a few months' time be as well as
ever she had been.


At the outset Mrs. Rippon would not hear of it. She was, in fact,
so deeply indignant at what she described as my breach of trust, and expressed
her disapproval so forcibly, that in the ordinary course of things I should
have withdrawn from the case. I had, however, promised Juliette to do my best
for her, and


I stuck to my guns, with the result that after a day or two Mrs.
Rippon to a certain extent, gave way. She consented that the operating surgeon
should be summoned to Heatherbridge, and after the examination he expressed an opinion
far more hopeful than my own. So, after much discussion, the matter was
arranged. There being no satisfactory nursing home in the small town, and Juliette's
removal to London being out of the question, the operation was to be performed
at home. Two nurses were engaged and everything was got into training for a
certain Tuesday morning. On the Monday evening I went to see Juliette after
dinner and found her in extraordinarily


good spirits, which were, however, probably forced for Mrs.
Rippon's sake.


Making the excuse that she wished to show me a photograph which
Henrietta had recently taken of Ralph Desmond, Juliette asked her mother to
fetch it, and at once raised her eyes to my face.


"Dr. Milner," she murmured, "I hare been longing to
say something to you. If— if things should not go well, please do not blame
your- self, and if— if they do, I shall never cease to be grateful to you. I
see what a difficult position I put you in, but I— I thank you "


She was interrupted by Mrs. Rippon's re- turn, and soon afterwards
I went downstairs, to be waylaid in the hall by Henrietta, who for her own part
looked wretchedly ill. Outside the house Ralph was waiting to accompany me
home, and in fact it proved difficult to retrain from some kind of sympathy
with the pair. They both meant well, both undoubtedly longed for the success of
the operation, and yet this must signify the most intense sorrow for Henrietta,
and put Ralph in a very difficult position indeed. Even so far his situation
had not been an easy one; for while loving the one sister, he had been
compelled to pretend that his heart was unchanged towards the other.


Three months passed and Juliette was almost herself again. The
unexpected had happened, she had borne the operation, and, after two terribly
anxious days, had begun to make an excellent recovery. She had been out for the
first time three days ago, and the time had come, for me to pay my last visit. Mrs.
Rippon and Henrietta were to take her away at the end of the week, and on her
return there was every reason to suppose that she would be in perfect health.
In fact her sister and Ralph looked almost less robust. He, especially, had
grown pale and thin; Mrs. Rippon had been talking about the wedding again, and
Juliette made no demur. Ralph was to accompany them to Ventnor, and during
their stay no doubt the final arrangements were expected to be made.


The night previous to his departure, he spoke to me quite openly:
"Of course," he said, "there's no alternative. Henrietta sees
there isn't. I'm bound in honour to go through with the business, although I
would almost sooner throw myself into the river."


"You don't imagine it is possible that Juliette has changed
in a similar way?" I suggested.


"Good Lord, no, how should she?" he answered. "She
hasn't seen anybody but you. No such luck," added Ralph.


They left Heatherbridge the following morning, and remained absent
a month. There was no longer any excuse to take me to the house until I was
invited, so that a day or two went by before I saw any member of the family.
Then, indeed, it was Ralph that I met.


"Oh, Juliette is splendid," he said in answer to my
inquiry. "No one would imagine she had been ill. We are going," he
added dolefully, "to be married on the thirtieth of next month."


The same afternoon I took my fate in my hands and went to see Mrs.
Rippon, who was fortunately out. Henrietta, was sitting with Juliette, and
doubtless I astonished them both by going to her side, and suggesting that I
should like to speak to her sister alone; or it may be she assumed that I was
paying another professional visit.


"I hope you will forgive this rather out-of-the-way
proceeding," I said, turning to Juliette as soon as we were alone.


"Oh, I am very pleased," she answered,


"because I have never properly thanked you. Dr. Milner, I
feel I owe you an immense debt of gratitude."


"You can wipe it out very easily," I suggested.


"How?" she asked, leaning back in her chair, and raising
her eyes to mine.


"By answering a question that I have no business in the world
to ask!"


"What is it?" she demanded.


"I hear that your wedding day is fixed—" 


"The end of next month," she faltered.


"Do you wish that it should take place?" I said, and she
raised her eyebrows, wrinkling her forehead.


"You forget," she replied gently. "I should have
married Ralph long ago if it had not been for my illness."


"It does not follow that you wish to marry him now," I
blurted out.


"I am afraid I mustn't enter into any discussion about
it," she answered with crimsoning cheeks.


"Juliette," I persisted, "do you remember the day
when you besought me to be perfectly frank—"


"That was a matter of life or death," she said.


"By heaven," I exclaimed, "so is this."


"No," she answered. "It can make no difference— no
difference in the world."


"I might have tried to fob you off in that way, too," I
urged. "I might have insisted that nothing could make any difference, and
it would have been absolutely true according to my opinion at the time. But I
gave in to your wish. I told you the truth, and I ask you to tell me the truth
now, and let everything else slide."


"What— what," she said in a whisper, "was it you
asked me?"


"I want to know," I cried, "whether you wish to marry
Desmond or not?"


"I am bound to marry him."


"Juliette," I said, "you're shuffling as you
complained that Mrs. Rippon shuffled to you. Answer me 'yes' or 'no.' Do you
wish to marry Desmond or not?"


"N— no," she answered, lowering her eyes, but she raised
them again the next instant when I took her in my arms and told her the blessed
news of Ralph's falseness. Tears ran down her cheeks, and her head lay on my
shoulder as she sobbed, and thus I heard her shy confession. Four persons were
made happy that afternoon, three of them happier than they deserved, while Mrs.
Rippon was certainly astonished.


_______________________
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EARLY ONE afternoon last month, the British tramp ship Inchcliffe
Castle, from Rarotonga via Manzanillo with copra, plowed out of a fog bank
beyond the jagged Coronados, picked up a pilot off Point Loma, and rounded the
bend of North Island into San Diego Bay, Observing shafts of the
internationally advertised California sunshine slanting down through the
skylight, Mr. Colin Glencannon, the Inchcliffe's chief engineer,
ascended the oil-slippery ladders out of the clamorous branch of hell which was
his special charge, sauntered across the deck and stood considering the
panorama of city, hills and mountains unfolding so grandly before him.


"A-weel, it appears to be a
neat and pleasant place," he decided, nodding toward the town.
"Moreower, as the heavens and the harbor seem filled to their respective
capacities with the U.S. Yonkee Navy's aeroplanes and fighting ships, I dinna
doot that the city is equipped to supply liquid fuel o' all types and in omple
quantities. Why, guid losh!" He gazed aloft at the squadrons of planes
which roared, swooped and circled in the blue, and then at the grim gray
cruisers, aircraft carriers and destroyers anchored in the channel or lying in
endless ranks alongshore. "Why, by the most consairvatif estimate, I shud
say it wud tak' at least four pubs to the block to supply the Navy alone, to
say nowt o' the civilian population!" He half closed his eyes and smacked
his lips in anticipation. "A-weel, I hope that we berth somewhere near the
center o' things, for a change. Due to our customarra nosty custom o' docking
somewhere oot in the next county or lying at anchor miles offshore in the
roadsteads o' the seaports o' the world, I've spent more money on taxis,
busses, fiacres, rickshas, praus, sampans, surf boats, trom cars, litters,
palanquinds, shoe leather and roober heels, getting to places to get a drink,
than I've spent on getting the drink when I got to the places. Aye"— he
scratched his ear ruefully— "and richt the noo I've no money to
waste!"


The Inchcliffe Castle
continued down the bay, sliding past city and suburbs until it seemed that the
pilot intended taking her into the mountains of Mexico which loomed to the
southward.


"Ah, foosh!" snorted
Mr. Glencannon. "'Twull be a sixpenny bus fare at least! Why canna we ever
dock richt in a town, lik' respectable ships?" He scowled up at the
bridge.


"Give 'er a little left
rudder," he heard the pilot order the man at the wheel; then, "Well,
Cap'n Ball, that's National City ahead there. You'll lie alongside that pier
just beyond the Destroyer Repair Base. But say, there's really no rush about getting
your hatches open, cap'n. This whole port's tied up so tight by the strike, I
bet you'll be stuck here two weeks!"


"Two weeks? Oh, dom, another
blow!" groaned Mr. Glencannon. "I feegured on two nichts at most!
Here am I with only two quid and eight sheelings— say twelve dollars— and
payday three weeks off! Why, oh, why did I send my last month's wages hame to
the bank from Manzanillo, when I micht have invested them to so much better
advontage in the bars o' San Diego? Swith, Glencannon, ye've a dreary, drouthy
fornicht ahead o' ye, if ye canna think o' some way to recoup yere dwundled
foortunes!"


He thought throughout what
remained of the afternoon as he wound up his duties on the ship. He thought
throughout the bus ride into town, which was even longer than he had
anticipated and cost twenty cents. He was still thinking— and still to no
avail— as he strolled through the balmy, misty, multicolored neon night of San
Diego's Broadway. Most of the neon glowed over doorways whence came loud
laughter and the clink of glasses, but though "Mr. Glencannon halted at
each threshold and peered thirstily within, placards behind the bars informed
him that Scotch whisky cost twenty-five cents a drink.


"Ah, dearie me!" he
murmured plaintively. "At ower a sheeling a sowp, my funds wudna last oot
the evening, much less two weeks. Foosh! Do they call this a democracy?"


Coming at length to a public
square, he saw blazing through the palm trees therein a mammoth sign. THE
FIVE-AND-TEN BAR. Beneath the slogan FROM HIGH SILK HAT TO WORKING CAP and
pictures of headgear symbolizing the Five-and-Ten's clientele, from plutocrat
to proletarian.


"Ah, weel, noo!" he
exulted, quickening his pace. "At last we're really getting somewhere!
'Tis a bargain bar, so to speak, no doot endowed and dedicated to the public
weal by some greathearted Yonkee philonthropist!"


Stepping through the hospitable
portal, he found himself in a vast high-ceilinged room down the left side of
which extended a bar so long that the edges of it appeared to converge in the
distance, like railroad tracks on the desert. On the mirror behind it were
signs advertising the tavern's innumerable bargains, with an extra large one
which read, SCOTCH, FIFTEEN CENTS.


"Ho, my guid fellow!"
he hailed the nearest bartender. "Pour me oot a measure o' yon. But wud ye
mind explaining to me why a place which calls itsel' the Five-and-Ten charges
fufteen cents for a whusky?"


"Well, five and ten make
fifteen, don't they?" said the bartender. "Here y'are, admiral; just
you drink that and see how it improves your arithmetic!"


Now, while there may have been
some doubt as to the whisky's Highland origin, there could be none whatever as
to the height of its alcoholic content; in any case, Mr. Glencannon preferred
not to look a bargain in the mouth, but rather to put it there. Pleasantly
engaged in doing so, he turned to take stock of his surroundings.


The great room, he saw through
the smoke, was filled with tables at which American sailors and petty officers
in tens and scores sat hoisting scuttles, mugs, tall ones, broad ones and short
ones. The babel of their voices, although considerable, was dominated by an
electrically illuminated, quadruple-expansion, self-stoking, nickel-in-the-slot
phonograph, which bawled and bellowed a lament for its lady love, immured in a
convent somewhere south of the border, down Mexico way-yay-yay. An air of
strictest decorum prevailed throughout the establishment; indeed, when a
slightly bloodshot bluejacket emitted a war whoop and hurled a spittoon at
three marines who were entertaining a bevy of debutantes from a nearby roller
rink, he was promptly set upon by colleagues wearing brassards marked S P,
dusted off with nightsticks, and dragged out.


"Odmirable!" murmured
Mr. Glencannon. "Odmirable—though o' coorse, pairsonally, I hold that
motters o' that sort can best be hondled with bross knuckles. However, I must
confess that I've rarely been in a place where the stondards o' etiquette were
so rigidly maintained. I shall mak' this my rendezvous during my stay in San
Diego." He shoved another fifteen cents across the bar and hastily took up
the bargain that was shoved back in exchange, lest any of the sailors who
hemmed him in on either side should beat him to it. "Ah, but losh, I'd
forgotten my limited finonces! M'm, noo, let's see! Twelve dollars divided by
foorteen days mak's eighty-five-point-seeven cents per day, minus foorty cents
per day for bus fare, leaves foorty-five-point-seeven cents for drinks, whuch,
divided by fufteen cents per whusky, yields a neegardly quotient o' only
three-point-zero-foor-seeven drinks per day. Oh, penury! Oh, misery! Oh,
dom!"


Glumly, he resumed his study of
the lighthearted bargain hunters at bar and tables. One of the latter, a chief
bos'n's mate who was sitting alone with his whisky, looked vaguely familiar.
This gentleman's jaw was constructed along the lines of an old-fashioned battleship's
ram bow, while the back of his leathery neck was so deeply seamed with wrinkles
as to suggest that it had been broiled over charcoal on a wire grill. Mr.
Glencannon was ransacking his memory in an effort to place him when the other
looked up over the rim of his glass. Their eyes met and recognition was mutual.


"Scotty! Why, damn if it
ain't old Scotty Glencannon!"


"John Delehanty! Weel, weel,
Johnny, bless yere fulthy soul! How are ye, lad, how are ye?"


"Fine! Swell! Okay!"
said Mr. Delehanty, dragging him to his table. "Sid-down, Scotty, and
we'll bite the heads off a few for old time's sake!... Psst! Hey, waiter! Break
out a full bottle and stand by for further orders!... Well, by gosh, Scotty, I
guess the last time I seen you was in Havana, in '31 or '32!"


"Aye," said Mr.
Glencannon, "so it was, and a braw lusty riot we made o' it! And losh,
Johnny, can ye e'er forget the rousing times we had together in Milford Haven,
Wales, back in '18 and '19?"


"I still got some of the
scars!" said Mr. Delehanty, shaking his head reminiscently. "Well, I
was a pretty wild kid in them days, but now I got responsibilities!"


"What is yere job, exockly,
Johnny?"


"Oh, I'm chief police petty
officer on board the Yorktown," said Mr. Delehanty proudly.
"I'm what you limeys uster call the master-at-arms, or the slop. I got
three other guys under me."


"Oh, d'ye mean ye're in
charge o' those S P lads with clubs who just noo restored the peace,
tronquillity and gentility o' the punctilio?"


"No, no; they was the
ordinary shore patrol; I only work on board the ship. Looka here; here's what I
wear when I'm on duty." He fished a badge from his pocket and polished it
on his trouser leg. "Get a load of that, Scotty!"


"Vurra hondsome— vurra
impressive!" said Mr. Glencannon, displaying polite interest. "But— haw,
haw— pairdon my laughter, Johnny, but when I think o' the roistering auld days
when I was a mere second engineer in the Paxton Merchant and ye were a
lowly gob in that Yonkee mine sweeper— weel, seeing ye with a police badge the
noo is lik' seeing mysel' with a Temperance League button!"


"Sure," grinned Mr.
Delehanty. "I spose it is, sorter. But, say! Speaking of the Paxton
Merchant, I run into another guy offa her in Los Angeles last week.
Remember MacCrummon, that old chief of yours?"


"Eh?" Mr. Glencannon
banged his glass upon the table and half started to his feet.
"MacCrummon?" he thundered. "Do I remember MacCrummon? Why, that
bondit, that blackguard, that slidery Dunvegan scut! He's been a thorn in my
seat for ower twenty years! He's done me dirt a dozen times— aye, e'en since
he's quit the sea! What was the scoondrel doing in Los Angeles, Johnny?"


"Selling Scotch
tweeds." Mr. Delehanty winked. "And, boy, was he cleaning up!"


"A-weel, I'll wager there
was something fishy aboot it!" sniffed Mr. Glencannon.


"Fishy? I'll say there was!
Ya see, he puts on his old limey chief engineer's uniform and goes around in
office buildings with samples of cloth he says he's just smuggled in from
Scotland on his ship. The samples is swell stuff, but the goods he actually
delivers is seconds— cloth that's gone cockeyed in the weaving or's got moths
in or something. It ain't worth a damn a mile, but he gets two bucks for every
yard."


"Ah, foosh!" Mr.
Glencannon's emotions were a mixture of red rage and green envy. "Two
dollars times the seeven yards it tak's to mak' a suit gives him foorteen
dollars per sale. But it's crooked! It's skulduggery! It's oot and oot
dishonest, Johnny, canna ye see it? Why, the roscal doesna deleever what he's been
paid for!"


"Of course he don't, but how
else could he make any money out of it?"


Mr. Glencannon squinted his eyes
thoughtfully and gnawed the bristles of his walrus mustache.
"Johnny," he said slowly, "before I onswer that question, let me
osk ye one or two. In the feerst place, can ye manage to get some leave, and
are ye allowed to put on civilian clothes when ye get ashore?"


"Why, sure!"


"Guid! And noo, do ye hoppen
to have a little spare money ye'd care to invest in the grondest investment
scheme o' yere lifetime?"


"You betcha!" said Mr.
Delehanty, who knew his man.


"A-weel, then!" and Mr.
Glencannon felt that a great weight had been lifted from him. "Tomorrow
feerst thing, we'll go to the fonciest tailor in San Diego and buy three or
four suit lengths o' his vurra best and most expensive Harris tweeds. Then I
will assume a broad Scots occent and a guid, convincing whusky breath, and
circulate amongst the offices in the big buildings while you wait doonstairs in
the lobby. I will tell the tale aboot smuggled goods and sell the tweeds for no
more than a quarter o' what we paid for them. Moreower— noo get this, Johnny— I'll
octually deleever them on the spot in a straightforward and pairfictly honest
manner."


"But—"


"But wait! As soon as I mak'
a sale, I'll come richt doon in the lift and tell ye where I made it. Then,
Johnny, ye must go up, stick oot yere yaw in yere best police manner, burst
into the office, flash yere badge and say ye're a custom-house detective with a
hot tip aboot some smuggled goods. Ye'll raise a great stink, confiscate the
tweed and threaten the purchaser with immediate arrest for defrauding the
Government. In nine cases oot o' ten, ye can blackmail him into slipping ye a
fifty-dollar bribe to let him off. But if ye can't, why, then we'll at least
have the money we got from the sale, and have the cloth back in our honds to
sell ower and ower and ower again!"


"Wow!" cried Mr.
Delehanty. "Boy, I believe you got something! Fill 'em up, Scotty! Let's
drink a drink to it!"


"Aye, and with a richt guid
will!" said Mr. Glencannon. "Haw, haw, Johnny, auld mon! It's always
fair weather when guid fellows get together, but the next two weeks will be
fairer and wetter, or I'm no weather prophet!"


 


ii


 


IN THE COURSE of the succeeding
days a number of San Diego's prominent businessmen were subjected to a
humiliating and costly experience. But being caught with smuggled goods and
bribing customs officers are not the sort of things one talks about, especially
to the police, and so the victims of the swindle nursed their ignominy in
silence while its authors continued to prosper exceedingly.


Late one afternoon, however, as
Mr. Glencannon with his bulky parcel was rounding a corner of the fourth-floor
corridor in the San Diego United Building, he collided with a gentleman who was
similarly laden, and who was bound in the opposite direction.


"Ah, foosh, sir!" he
admonished petulantly. "Canna ye look where ye're— MacCrummon!"


"Glencannon!"


For a moment they stood glowering
at each other, breathing through distended nostrils. Then, "Weel, the bad
penny's turned up again!" growled Mr. Glencannon. He fixed his eye upon
the other's parcel. "What the heel are ye doing here?" he demanded,
knowing full well.


"What the heel are ye doing
here yersel'?" demanded Mr. MacCrummon, sizing up Mr. Glencannon's burden
and making a shrewd guess. "If ye're selling smuggled tweeds—weel, ye dom
copycat, ye're poaching on my presairves and I warn ye to desist!"


"Yere presairves, blosh!
I've been estoblished in this town the better part o' a week!"


"And I've been estoblished
throughoot the United States o' America for ower a year and here on the
Paceefic coast for nearly three months! I've just come doon from Los Angeles to
consolidate this territory."


"Weel, ye can just go back
to Los Angeles, then!"


"No." Mr. MacCrummon
shook his head grimly. "Too monny o' my sotisfied customers have been
blurping to the police. But noo see here, Colin, mon; there's no sense in our
cutting each other's throats, despicht the pleasure it wud give us. Let's be
reasonable, lad! Let's talk it ower and see if we canna cooperate. It micht be
to our mutual odvontage to team up and work together."


"M'm— a-weel,
pairhops," said Mr. Glencannon doubtfully. "However, I havena time to
discuss it with ye here and noo, because I've a date to sell some tweeds.
Suppose we meet in an hour at the Five-and-Ten Bar?"


"Richt ye are!" agreed
Mr. MacCrummon. "Oh, I knew ye'd listen to reason!"


Mr. Glencannon descended to the
street, where Mr. Delehanty awaited him. "Johnny," he said,
"MacCrummon's here!"


Mr. Delehanty spat, squared his
notably adequate shoulders and stuck out his ram jaw. "Well, this town's
not big enough for two!"


"That's exockly what
MacCrummon will lairn to his sorrow! Noo listen, Johnny; I've made a date with
him in the Five-and-Ten. I'll let him think he has talked me into a
partnership. Then I'll pretend to be suddenly taken droonk and insist on going
back to the ship to sleep it off. But I'll tell him before I go that I'd an
appointment with seeveral important customers there in the bar for seeven
o'clock, and that he must stay and mak' the sale. At seeven sharp, ye must
arrange to have yere assistant police petty officers come in, in mufti, and osk
the barmon for me. The barmon will say I have just stepped oot, but have left
wurrd that Muster MacCrummon will hondle the motter. And then—"


"And then the boys will
handle Mr. MacButt-in MacCrummon! I gotcha, Scotty, I getcha! Yair, well, I
guarantee they'll give him a good, old-fashioned going-over with
blackjacks!"


"Aye! Lovely! Pairfict! And,
o' coorse, they must mak' him think they're detectives and scare what's left o'
him oot o' town."


"Oke!" said Mr.
Delehanty. "I'll beat it right out to the ship and get everything
fixed."


Arrived at the Five-and-Ten, Mr.
Glencannon mounted a stool at the bar and ran his eye along the bottles on the
shelves.


"Evenin', admiral. What'll
it be?" inquired the bartender, recognizing an old customer.


"A-weel, I was just
wondering," said Mr. Glencannon. "I know that yere bargain whusky is
vurra effective, but I'm no longer faced with the grim necessity o' shopping
for bargains. Besides, I've been drinking whusky all day for professional
reasons, and noo I feel I'd lik' to relax with something a trifle different.
Have ye any novel suggestions?"


"H'm— well, let's see. D'ja
ever try tequila?"


"To kill a what?"


"No, tequila— tequila, the
Mexican drink. Here, try a little jolt of it on the house." He poured a
glassful of colorless liquid.


"It looks a bit
watery," said Mr. Glencannon skeptically. He tasted it. "M'm— weel, I
must say it hasn't g-g-gug— Gah! Gak! Whoosh!" he gasped, clutching his
throat with one hand and the edge of the bar with the other. "I
cac-cac-canna get my breath! Ah, guid losh!" His chest heaved and
perspiration gushed from every pore. "Why, it's mognificent stuff! It's
sublime! It's a vurritable nectar! What in the flaming heel is it made oot o',
anyway?"


"Cactus," said the
bartender. "Pure desert cactus, though of course sometimes a rattlesnake
or a couple Gila lizards gets mixed up in the mash. But wait, you didn't drink
it right. Look! First you take and lick the back of your hand, like this. Then
you shake a little salt on it and lick it off. Then you drink a shot of the
tequila and take a quick bite on this hunk of lemon. That takes all the 'ugh'
out of it, see?"


"But, my dear mon, the
'ugh,' as ye so vividly describe it, is the beeverage's most delicious feature!
Anyway, I doot if it cud be removed by biting a lemon, a coconut or e'en a hand
grenade."


"Well, any way you drink
it's okay by me," shrugged the bar tender, plying his rag on the mahogany.


After his sixth tequila, hearing
a persuasive voice, Mr. Glencannon was surprised to realize that it was his own
and that he was trying to sell himself a suit length of smuggled Harris tweed.
He was forced to summon all his sales resistance in order to withstand his
arguments.


"No!" he shouted,
pounding his fist on the bar. "I tell ye once and for all that I dinna
want any tweed, ye boozy crook!"


"Who's offered ya any?"
demanded the bartender. "Hey, you better watch out for that tequila,
admiral, or it'll sneak up and knock you for a loop!"


"Pish, tush, young
mon!" said Mr. Glencannon. "In my travels up and doon across the
world, I've met and vonquished tipples far stronger than anything e'er
distilled south o' the border, doon Mexico way-yay-yay. Yea, vurrily! And if
nobody else will drop a nickel in that dom thing and get it to sing a different
tune, I'll do so mysel'." He swallowed a nickel, washing it down with
tequila and launched into "Loch Lomond."


"Oh, ye'll tak' the high
road

And I'll tak' the low road,

And I'll be in Scotland afore ye.


"Aye, hours afore ye, ye
droonken swine! I'll e'en give ye ten miles' head start and beat ye there in a
walk! Come, d'ye want to bet on it?"







"On what?" inquired Mr.
MacCrummon, coming slowly into focus. "Suppose ye stop singing for a bit,
Colin, and let's get doon to business."


"Ye're richt, Mac; the din
in here is frichtful!" said Mr. Glencannon, pressing his hands to his
throbbing temples.... "Barmon! Barmon! Please stop strumming on that harp
and give us tee tequoolas. Oh, by the way, this is my valued partner, Muster
David MacCrummon, who was spawned in the little town o' Dunvegan, in Scotland....
Aye, Davey"— and jovially he smashed his glass on Mr. MacCrummon's back— "I've
decided to let ye come into business with me! We'll simply divide up the city
in two equal parts and each work a half. Ye can tak' San and I'll tak' Diego,
and I'll be in Scotland afore ye're south o' the border, doon Mexico
way-yay-yay. Yo, ho, dom! There it goes again!"


Petulantly Mr. Glenannon
swallowed another nickel.


"Swith, Colin!" cried
Mr. MacCrummon, horrified. "Stop wasting yere money, mon! Why, I do
believe ye're droonk!"


"Aye," said Mr.
Glencannon, shaking salt on his bald spot and briskly massaging his scalp with
half a lemon, "I do believe ye're richt! And that's emborrassing, because
at seeven o'clock three vurra wealthy prospective customers are coming here to
look at my tweeds. But, Mac, dear lad, ye're my partner, noo, so will ye sell
them some o' yere ain if the bartender introduces ye?"


"Glodly!" said Mr.
MacCrummon. "I'll meet ye here at ten in the morning to divide the
spoils."


"Weel, guid nicht,
then," said Mr. Glencannon, gathering up his package and striding for the
door. For some reason, however, the door kept getting farther and farther away.
Bringing up stern first against a table, he realized that he had been striding
backwards. "Dom Mexico anyway!" he muttered. "The border's not
as far south as it seems, which is not far enough!... Hoot, Mac!" he
called, "I'm stuck in revairse. Throw me a line and tow me to the
bus!"


"Aye," said Mr.
MacCrummon. "I'll put ye aboord it safe and sound. But where, exockly, do
ye wish to go?"


"To the vurra end o' the
line," said Mr. Glencannon, drooping wearily.


"Come, wake up, then!"
Mr. MacCrummon took him by the arm. "Noo, left, richt, left, richt, left,
richt— aye, that's the way! Ye see, the whole science o' walking is based on
putting one foot ahead o' the other; once the theory is firmly fixed in yere
mind, the rest is easy."


"Rest? Rest?" repeated
Mr. Glencannon. "Aye, I do need rest. I yearn for it! I yawn for it!
Ooowah-hah-ho-hum!"


At the bus station, Mr. MacCrummon
met with some opposition when he attempted to load his charge aboard the
waiting vehicle, but bribery prevailed.


"Here ye are, Colin,"
he said. "Use yere bundle o' tweeds for a pillow and tak' a nice,
comfortable snooze. Yere fare's all paid, so dinna let them mulct ye into
paying again. Noo I must rush richt back to the Five-and-Ten to meet the
customers. I'll see ye there in the morning."


"Guid nicht, auld pal!"
mumbled Mr. Glencannon. "Guid nicht and God speed ye!"


His head sank back upon his wares
and he was sound asleep.


 


iii


 


AWAKENED by the bus driver's
cries of "All out! All out!" Mr. Glencannon took up his bundle,
stepped to the sidewalk and headed for the waterfront. Although somewhat
revived by his slumbers, his head ached and his tongue tasted and felt like a
wrestling mat at the end of a hard-fought tournament.


"Ach, frichtful!" he
croaked. "And I dinna doot that my liver looks lik' a pincushion, what
with all the cactus thorns and rottlesnake fangs from yon tequila. They ocht to
strain the fulthy stuff!"


Although reasonably sure of his
direction, he did not seem to be getting any nearer the wharf. The street
looked unfamiliar. "Curious!" he muttered. "Cud I have taken a
wrong turning?... I beg yere pairdon, sir!" he addressed a passer-by.
"Am I headed the richt way to get to the waterfront?"


"Yop, you're okay,"
said the other. "Keep going straight and you'll strike it."


But though he kept going straight
for block after block, he didn't strike it. His feet hurt and his burden grew
heavier and heavier. "Dom!" he complained. "Do they bail oot San
Diego Bay with buckets and tak' it indoors at nicht, or what? I see no harbor.
I hear no harbor sounds. I smell no harbor smells. Hmff!" he sniffed.
"All I smell is onions and chili from yon estoblishment whuch calls itsel'
Chihuahua Charlie's Tamale Parlor. Weel, I'll go in there and mak'
inquiries."


Entering the restaurant, he asked
the counterman the distance to the harbor.


The counterman disengaged his
fork from a sizzling hamburger and thoughtfully scratched his head with it.
"Why, I wouldn't know, exackly. Wait.... Hey, Joe!" he called to a
customer who sat reading a newspaper propped against a coffee cup. "How
far'd you say it was down to the harbor?"


"Pretty near eighteen
miles," said Joe.


"Eight— eighteen miles? Ah,
foosh!" groaned Mr. Glencannon. "The stupid, droonken waster must
have put me on the wrong bus! Haw, weel, Delehanty's men have attended to him
by noo, that's one consolation!" Nodding and muttering to himself, he sank
into a chair and ordered a cup of coffee.


"You a sailor?"
inquired Joe, folding up his paper and lighting a cigarette.


"Aye. That is to say, I'm a
ship's officer," replied Mr. Glencannon.


"Scotch, ain't you?"


"I have that honor,
sir." He bowed politely.


"Gee, I guess you get to see
a lot of the world. Swell life, you guys lead! Whatcha got in that bundle?
Chinese idols and trinkets from the South Seas and all like that?"


"No," said Mr.
Glencannon. "I'm afraid I've nowt that's romontic or exotic. We live in a
proctical age!" He glanced over his shoulder and lowered his voice
confidentially: "As a matter o' fact, sir, this bundle contains some vurra
fine Harris tweeds. Just between us, I dinna mind telling ye I've smuggled the
cloth into this country and am willing to sell it for next to nothing. If ye're
interested—"


"Yair, I'm interested!"
said Joe, rising abruptly to his feet. "Come along, MacCrummon, you're
under arrest!"


"What?" cried Mr.
Glencannon. "Oh, noo, see here, my mon; ye're making a grave mistake! My
name's no' MacCrummon, and I can prove it!"


"Well, no matter whatcha
real name is, we been looking for ya for weeks. So come on!"


"Noo, wait!" protested
Mr. Glencannon desperately. "Who are ye? How do I know ye've the richt to
arrest me? Let's see yere badge!"


The other produced a gold shield
from his pocket and held it out for inspection.


"'Detective,'" read Mr.
Glencannon in a hoarse whisper. "But... 'Detective ... City o' L-L-L-Los
Angeles'?"


"Sure, Los Angeles!"
said the detective, reaching for his handcuffs. "Where'd you think you
was— Constantinople?"


______________________
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FROM THE SPOT in which Jo Gar was
seated the two fighting cocks were whirling, feathered forms bouncing from the
dark earth of the pit. Filipinos, Japanese, Chinese, Malays and Portuguese
filled the rising tiers of wooden benches; their shouts were shrill and fierce.
The betting was good; already there had been several fights. The event now
under way was the last fight of the evening; one of the cocks, a small bird
named Riazo, was the champion of a distant Philippine province. Riazo seemed to
be winning and the majority of the crowd liked it.


The Island
detective rolled the brown-paper cigarette between two short brown fingers of
his right hand. His face was expressionless; it was as though he were
unconscious of the excitement around him. At intervals he raised his right hand
so that it was before his brown face. The fingers of the hand were spread
carelessly; his blue-gray eyes looked between them.


Cardoro sat on his
right, some twenty feet away, in the small box reserved for persons of
importance. Cardoro was a magician— Cardoro the Great. He was Spanish, but
spoke several languages. Only five days ago he had reached Manila from
Australia, and already he was the talk of the city. Crowds stormed the box
office of the theatre at which he executed his magic. His name was on the lips
of the mixed breeds of the Islands. He was a savage magician, working with
knives and poisons. He made incisions on people and there was blood in
evidence. Yet it was only a trick. The audience saw incisions that did not
exist, and blood that was only colored water. But they liked it, and Cardoro
was great. Therefore he occupied the box of honor.


The shrill shouts
now became a scream. Jo Gar smiled slightly as the favorite sank on the dark
ground. It rose and launched itself into another attack. The larger bird met
the attack with a more vicious one. The silver spurs glittered in the light
shooting down on them. Riazo was battered back, fell on its side. The larger
bird was on top of it now, spurs working. Riazo's movements were convulsive.
Suddenly there were no more movements. The shrill of the crowd hushed.
Filipinos were in the pit— bending over the birds.


Jo Gar said very
softly, "Another champion is dead."


He raised his right
hand again, spreading the fingers. Cardoro was on his feet in the box. He was
staring towards the ground of the pit. He had large black eyes and a face that
seemed very pale among the brown ones about him. His body was straight; he was
a big man. His face seemed strained.


A Filipino standing
in the pit raised a short arm and said into the silence:


"Riazo is
dead!"


He spoke in
Spanish, and before he could repeat the announcement in another language
Cardoro had cried out. His voice carried over the close-packed circular arena.


"No!" he
cried in Spanish. "It cannot be!"


Heads were jerked
in his direction. A jeering voice from somewhere below reached Jo Gar's ears.


"It is so— Riazo
is even too dead for your magic, Señor Cardoro!"


Jo Gar narrowed his
blue-gray eyes very little. There was the edge of a smile on his tight-pressed
lips. He looked down at the one who had jeered up at the magician. It was
Markden, an American who handled many bets. Many bets that were large. Markden
was a gambler; it was rumored that he made good sums on the fighting cocks. It
was also rumored that some of his bets were placed after he had advance
knowledge of certain facts. The Chinese did not trust him, and the Chinese were
known as the wisest of the gamblers.


Cardoro's big body
was swaying a little from side to side. His arms were drawn upward, the elbows
extended, and his fists were clenched. There were white gloves on his hands; he
wore them to protect his fingers, which were long and extremely sensitive. He
called above the murmur of the crowd:


"I will not—"


His voice ceased
abruptly. Jo Gar watched him turn from the box, saw a rather pretty girl lift a
hand as though to stop him. But the magician paid no attention to her. The
Island detective watched Cardoro move down wooden steps to a narrow exit. When
he looked at Markden again the gambler was facing the direction in which the
magician had gone. He was a small, slight man— slighter even than Jo. There was
a set expression on his face. His body was tense under the glare of the lights,
but as Jo's eyes watched he saw the man relax. He shrugged his narrow
shoulders, looked down at the form of the dead bird.


The Filipino
official who had announced the defeat of the champion now lifted the live
winner in his hands. He turned slowly with the fighting cock above his head.


"The new
champion!" he called. "Garcia the First!"


There was shrill
sound in the arena. A group of Portuguese sailors started down towards the pit.
There was the odor of varied tobaccos and of heat of people. Betel-nut
chewers passed Jo, and there were red stains on the planks. It was very hot.


The Island detective
went slowly towards an exit from the cock fight arena. The crowd milled around
the dry ground beyond the entrance, chattering excitedly. Calesos and
noisy, battered cars were making sound. Cardoro was not in sight, but there was
talk of him. A well-dressed Chinese near Jo stated to his companion that the
great one had lost much money. He had backed Riazo to the limit. Such a bet had
not been made in many Sundays.


Jo Gar moved slowly
to his caleso, nodded to the driver, who drowsed on the seat. Señor
Ronisa passed close to the caleso, spoke cheerfully to Jo.


"I was lucky,"
the fat one stated. "I have won many pesos. But most have lost."


Jo Gar's eyes were
very small. He placed a Panama carefully over his gray hair.


"It is not
good— when most lose," he said quietly.


The fat one
shrugged. "It is good for the few who win," he replied. "The
winning is greater."


Jo Gar smiled a
little, climbed into the caleso. The driver lifted the reins and spoke
shrilly to the ancient horse. Jo said in a toneless voice:


"And the
hating of the losers is greater."


He closed his eyes
and relaxed in the seat. The caleso jerked forward and the light wind
fanned greater heat against his face. When he opened his blue-gray eyes they
were smiling. But the smile was a hard one, and very thoughtful.


Sadi Ratan frowned
across the few feet of Jo Gar's office that separated the two. He looked cool
despite the heat; his khaki uniform was spotless, well pressed. He said with a
slight accent, speaking in English. "You have perhaps seen that the
magician, Cardoro, is dead, murdered?"


Jo Gar leaned back
in the wicker chair. He nodded very slowly. "Yes," he replied.


The Manila police
lieutenant's frown deepened. There was a short silence broken by the whistle of
small craft on the Pasig.


"The crime was
committed by the American, Markden," Sadi Ratan announced. "The
gambler, Markden. He has been in difficulty before this. He has vanished. The
Constabulary has been notified."


Jo Gar smiled pleasantly.
"Is that so?" he said thoughtfully. "So it was Markden who
knifed Señor Cardoro?"


Lieutenant Ratan
nodded again. He stood erect, but did not smile. "That is the way it was,"
he stated. "He had been betting against Markden three nights since he has arrived
here. Large sums. He had lost each time. Last evening he made a big bet. It was
Sunday and he had little money. He agreed to cable his bank in Australia this
morning, if he lost. He lost and he refused to pay. At dusk tonight he was
knifed to death by Markden in his room at the Manila Hotel. Markden escaped,
but he will be caught."


The Island
detective continued to smile. "Of course," he said simply.


There was another
silence, and during it Sadi Ratan watched Jo closely.


"The knife we
have not found. Perhaps it was not a knife. Beside the body was a blood-stained
spur such as the cocks fight with. A knife spur. The wounds were on the back of
the neck— many of them. The spinal column was struck. Markden was seen drinking
very much at six o'clock. He talked of what he would do to Cardoro if he failed
to pay. Perhaps it was that he fastened the silver spur to wood, and used it
that way. He entered the room while Cardoro was sleeping. There was no
struggle. Cardoro was stunned with the first blow and before he staggered from
the bed to die on the floor. Markden had struck many others. Then he fled."


Jo Gar lighted a
brown-paper cigarette. "Why did Señor Cardoro refuse to pay his bet?"
he asked, after a short time.


Lieutenant Ratan
smiled a little.


"He had been
told, before the cock fights, that the champion bird, Riazo, had been drugged.
The fight was not fair. Markden had bribed the Filipino who cared for Riazo."


Jo Gar smiled with
his eyes almost closed. "Why did he not cancel his bet?" he asked.


Sadi Ratan
shrugged. "Perhaps he was not sure. Perhaps Markden would not allow it.
The fight was not a good one. Riazo did not attack. Cardoro refused to pay.
Markden drank saké and thought about it. He murdered the magician."


Jo Gar looked at
the ceiling fan that whirled at slow speed, spreading tepid air around the
small office.


"A foolish
man," he observed. "He knew that murdering Cardoro would not get him
the money he had won. He knew that leaving the knife spur behind would betray
him. He knew that running away would make matters worse. Yet he did all three
of these things."


Sadi Ratan smiled
narrowly. "He hated," he said simply. "It is a hot country. He
drank and he brooded. Perhaps he did not intend to leave the spur
behind. He fled when he discovered it was lost, or when he sobered. He knew the
police would think of him."


"And they did
think of him," Jo said pleasantly.


Lieutenant Ratan
frowned again. "I attended the cock fights and was near Cardoro. I saw
Markden mock him, jeer at him. And I heard the magician call out 'I will not—'
I knew that he meant he would not pay his bet."


The Island
detective nodded. "It was fortunate you were so near," he observed. "After
the murder you thought instantly of Markden. You questioned the bird handlers
and learned that Riazo had perhaps been drugged and was unfit to fight, and
that Cardoro had been warned of this fact. You have had the red on the spur
knife analyzed and you know that it is human blood. It is common knowledge that
Cardoro was betting heavily. Markden has vanished. Thus, he is the murderer."


Sadi Ratan's dark
eyes had widened. They narrowed now. He spoke in a tone of triumph.


"That is so."


Jo Gar inhaled
deeply on his cigarette. He regarded the police lieutenant with faint interest,
reached for the palm leaf fan that was on the desk near his chair.


"And it being
so, why do you visit me?" he asked softly.


The police
lieutenant smiled, his white teeth showing.


"The Señor
Markden was seen with you, not long before the hour of the first cock fight,"
he said slowly and clearly. "You were walking along the bank of the Pasig,
talking seriously. You were seen by the police."


Jo Gar chuckled. "One
never knows who watches," he said half to himself. His blue-gray eyes
narrowed on the dark ones of the younger man. "It is true. We walked and
talked together."


Sadi Ratan smiled
coldly. "I think I should know what you talked about," he said.


The Island
detective said thoughtfully "I think you should. Señor Markden wished me
to learn if the cock fight—the final one—was to be honest. He stated that he
had a large sum of money involved."


He paused and after
a few seconds Sadi Ratan said impatiently:


"Well— did you
accept the commission?"


Jo Gar nodded. "I
made inquiries. I did my best. And I reported to him during the cock fights."


Sadi Ratan said, "You
learned that the bird Cardoro was betting on was unfit to fight?"


The Island
detective shook his head. "I reported to Markden that I felt the birds
were evenly matched physically. It would be a matter of skill."


Sadi Ratan's brown
face showed red color. He swore in Filipino. He said thickly:


"I do not
think—"


He checked himself.
Jo Gar smiled. "That I tell you the truth?" he asked quietly.


The police
lieutenant's body was tense.


"You are
protecting an American. You have always protected them. You like them. He was
your client." Jo shrugged his narrow shoulders.


"I was not
paid that well," he said with irony. "I doubt that I could ever be
paid that well. Riazo was not drugged. You have no proof of it."


Sadi Ratan said
hotly, "I stood over Juan Derigo when he told me—"


Jo chuckled again. "A
Filipino does not like to be beaten," he said. "He preferred to let
you think as you wished."


The police
lieutenant said, "It will not be good for you to protect Markden, Señor
Gar. When we have caught him—"


The Island
detective fanned himself. His smile was gone and he said slowly:


"The birds
were in condition. Each of them. Riazo was defeated. That is all."


Sadi Ratan said
excitedly, "It is not all. Markden was betting against Cardoro. Cardoro
stood up and shouted that he would not pay. I saw Markden's face— there was
hate in his eyes. And Cardoro was murdered. A spur knife was used. Markden has
vanished. We have searched the city for him. He is the killer of the magician!"


Jo Gar sighed. "Then
it is all very simple," he said quietly. "You will find him, and that
will be the end."


His calmness
infuriated the police lieutenant. He said fiercely:


"And you will
be brought to trial for lying to me, a police officer!"


Jo Gar placed the
palm leaf fan on the desk. It was almost midnight. He said thoughtfully:


"He was
murdered at dusk— that would be about eight-thirty. You have been searching for
the American for three hours. That would give the real murderer
sufficient time to travel far."


Sadi Ratan swore
again. He pointed a brown finger at Jo.


"We will not
accept the alibi that you establish for the American," he said. "Remember
that."


Jo Gar smiled
pleasantly. "That is unfortunate," he said.


The police
lieutenant went to the office door, turned and faced the Island detective.


"Markden was
seen on the grounds of the Manila Hotel, at eight-fifteen," he stated
grimly. "The sun was very low over the Bay. He was seen by several
servants. And then he was not seen again. At the time he was seen the magician
was in his room, sleeping. There is a porch through which one may enter."


Jo smiled
cheerfully. "In a hot country the screened porch is desirable," he
said softly.


Sadi Ratan pointed
a finger at him again. His voice was rising as he spoke.


"It will be
bad for you," he warned. "A murderer is a murderer." Jo Gar
leaned back in the wicker chair and closed his almond-shaped eyes.


"It is so,"
he agreed almost tonelessly. "And I think it would be wise for you to find
this one."


Sam Markden sat
slumped on the bench that faced the door of the dully lighted hut. A faint, hot
breeze rustled the thatch roof. Markden seemed smaller than ever; his eyes
moved at every sound. He was perspiring heavily. He spoke in a thick voice,
softly and unsteadily.


"I tell you— they'll
get me. They hate me in Manila. The fight was on the level. Maybe some haven't
been in the past. This one was. They'll get me and frame me. You've got to do
something, Señor Gar."


Jo Gar shook his
head. "I have not got to do something," he corrected. "But your
position is unfortunate. The police will not even believe me when I tell them
you wished me to learn if the cock fight was to be fair. They will laugh at
that. If I told them Cardoro had asked me that— they would have believed. But you—"


He checked himself.
Somewhere beyond the hut on the edge of Manila, a dog howled. Markden shivered.
Jo Gar said slowly and firmly:


"You have sent
for me— you trust me. Do not trick me. Did you murder Cardoro?"


Markden sat up
straight and struck clenched hands together. "No— no!" he said
desperately. "I threatened him, yes. That was in the afternoon. But I didn't
kill him. I went to the hotel grounds, to talk to him again, just before dusk.
But I was afraid to trust myself. I didn't see him. I went away. Then word
reached me of what had happened. I hid out here— and sent for you."


Jo nodded. "It
was difficult for me to reach you without being followed," he said. "The
police are watching me carefully."


The American
groaned. "They'll get me," he breathed. "I'd won from Cardoro.
So much that I wanted this last fight to be absolutely fair. It had to be, or I
knew he'd squeal. That's why I went to you."


Jo frowned. "It's
a bad alibi, in any case. In this case— it's impossible."


Markden covered his
soaked face with both palms and rocked on the bench.


The dog howled
again. Jo Gar said:


"You do not
know of any enemies Cardoro might have had?"


Markden removed his
hands, shook his head. "I didn't know him well. He was just a man with
money, who wanted to bet."


The Island
detective frowned. "You drank— and talked. Made threats before others?"


Markden's eyes were
staring beyond Jo. "I drank saké. But I didn't make any threats. Only to
Cardoro, and we were alone. I was careful not to make threats."


Jo sighed. "It
is difficult," he said. "It was a good thing for someone who hated
him enough to kill— this hatred of yours. But if we do not know the one who
could have made use of it—"


He broke off.
Markden muttered "Bilibid— I'll hang for it! They won't believe me."


Jo Gar half closed
his eyes. He said in a calm voice:


"If you
hang for it— I will be forced to leave the Islands. I think you are
telling the truth. I do not wish to leave Manila. You do not wish to hang. You
will stay here and I will do what I can."


Markden stared at
him with bloodshot eyes.


"But what can
you do?" he muttered. "All the evidence is against me. All that they
have."


Jo Gar rubbed moist
fingers together and smiled grimly down at the gambler.


"Perhaps there
will be some evidence they do not have," he said softly. "There
is a chance."


The American said
bitterly "It's a hell— of a chance!"


Jo Gar drew a deep
breath, shrugged. "Even a hell of a chance is worth while," he
observed steadily and softly, and went cautiously from the thatch-roofed hut.


The girl said, "It
seems to me it's pretty late for me to have to talk about—this terrible thing."


Jo Gar stepped
inside the large, high-ceilinged room, smiled apologetically.


"It is so,
Miss Rayne," he said. "It is almost one o'clock. I am sorry."
The girl stood aside as he moved to the center of the room. There was moonlight
beyond the Manila Hotel, on the water of the Bay. The girl was pretty, but her
mouth and eyes were hard. She said huskily:


"I've been
questioned— by the police."


The Island detective
nodded. "Yes," he replied. "I suppose so. I am not of the
police."


She watched him
very closely. "I know. You're Señor Gar, a private detective."


Jo bowed slightly.
The girl said: "Markden did this terrible thing. I was to have— married— Dario—
next week—"


The Island
detective said gently, looking at the older woman seated in the room:


"You think
Markden killed Dario Cardoro?"


The girl said: "Yes—
yes, I do! I'm sure of it. I was with Dario at the cock fights. He was sure he
had been tricked. He said he would never pay. Riazo had no life, no fight.
Dario left me in the box, hurried away. He was terribly upset."


Jo gestured towards
a chair. "Please sit down," he said.


The girl went
slowly to the chair, sat down. She looked at the older woman, said:


"This is my
companion—Señora Riggia."


The Spanish woman
bowed, her eyes on Jo's. She was short and thick-set. Her body relaxed in the
chair.


"It is
terrible," she said with an accent.


Jo Gar nodded. "It
is bad for Señor Markden, the American," he stated. "He was owed
money by the dead man. It was refused him. He threatened the dead man. He was
on the hotel grounds not long before the murder was committed. He has vanished."


The girl said, "They
will find him— the police."


The Island
detective nodded. "I think so," he agreed. "But he is not the
murderer of the magician, Cardoro."


The girl's brown
eyes widened. She said in a half whisper: "Not the— murderer—"


Jo smiled gently.
His eyes were on the older woman. Her hands were gripping the sides of the
wicker chair. Far out in the Bay a big boat whistled. Jo spoke slowly.


"Markden has
been in trouble with the police before. He has shot a man. He possesses a gun.
He did not use it on Cardoro."


The older woman
said sharply, "That was because he did not wish to give himself away. He
wished the police to think it was some other person— not an American. Americans
do not use knives."


Jo Gar said, "That
is good reasoning, Señora. Almost too good." He looked at the girl
again. There was a short silence. Then Jo said pleasantly:


"I have been
looking at the body. Cardoro was killed by a strong person."


The girl said: "A
strong person? That is not so. The doctors have said that the spur blade did
not penetrate more than an inch. A blow to the base of the brain—"


The Island detective
interrupted, but his tone was cold and his words unhurried.


"And Markden
is not a strong person?" he suggested.


The girl said with
scorn: "Of course not. He is smaller even than you."


Jo bowed slightly. "That
is so," he agreed. "I felt that you were aware of the fact that
Markden is not strong."


There was a knock
at the door of the room. The girl rose. Before she reached the door it was
opened. Sadi Ratan entered. He said quickly, looking at the Spanish woman:


"I felt that
you should know, Señora—"


He stared at Jo,
broke off. The Island detective smiled at him.


"I came to
talk with Miss Rayne, Lieutenant," he said.


Sadi Ratan frowned.
Then his eyes narrowed until they were slits in his brown face.


"We have
captured the American, Markden," he said grimly. "He has admitted
that Señor Gar visited him tonight. That is bad for you, Señor Gar. You were
protecting a murderer, one wanted by the police." Jo Gar said quietly, "One
wanted by the police, but not a murderer."


The police
lieutenant said in a hard tone, "He will confess very soon. And even if he
does not—"


The Island
detective smiled with his lips. "You will try to hang him, anyway,"
he finished.


Sadi Ratan let his
right hand go back towards a hip pocket. He said in a hard tone:


"It will be necessary
for me to place you under arrest, Señor Gar, for interfering with the police
and for aiding a murderer."


Jo shook his head. "Señor
Markden is not yet a murderer," he reminded. "He has not been found
guilty."


The girl said with
scorn: "His record is not good. He has shot a man. He is a gambler and he
has been caught cheating, before this happened. He killed Dario— because Dario
refused to pay him."


Jo shook his head.
His eyes were very small.


"You know much
about the American," he said calmly. "Almost too much."


Sadi Ratan was
watching him closely. Jo looked at the girl, addressed the police lieutenant.


"The Great
Cardoro has done his tricks here often—for a period of years. He is
Spanish—there is a bond between him and the Spanish here. There is a Spanish
paper in Manila. News of Spaniards all over the world reaches it and is printed
or filed away in the paper morgue. I have been looking through the morgue
files. I find that Cardoro was worth twice as much two years ago than he was
six months ago. His losses were due to gambling. I found a later item stating
that Cardoro the Great had become engaged to an American girl of the theatre,
Miss Jessie Rayne. And I found one more item of three months ago. In Melbourne
a gambling place was raided. One of the heaviest losers had been Cardoro. He
had stated then that he was willing his money to Miss Rayne, his fiancée, and
that on the day of their marriage he would never gamble again."


The girl was
watching him narrowly— her breathing was heavy. The older woman was tense in
her chair. Jo said, smiling a little:


"So there you
are."


Sadi Ratan said
sharply, "There you are—where? What of it?"


Jo Gar shrugged. "But
Cardoro has continued gambling. Continued losing. His fortune is willed to Miss
Rayne. But will there be any fortune—would there have been any
fortune— if Cardoro had not been—"


The girl shrilled
at him, "You are telling me that I killed— Dario!


You dare—"


Jo Gar shook his
head. "I am not," he said quietly. "You did not love him, but
you did not kill him. You do not know so much about knives, and you are not
strong enough."


The girl's eyes
were wide; her face was pale. Sadi Ratan breathed something that the Island
detective did not catch. He said softly:


"But you
realized, Miss Rayne, that the money you had married Cardoro for would not be
for you, unless something was done. And you decided that something should be— death."


The girl cried: "No—"


Jo Gar said
steadily: "Yes. You waited for the opportunity. The American, Markden,
offered it. He had reason to hate Cardoro. He had a record and you knew about
it. He was a gambler on cock fights, and that was why the blood-stained knife
spur was found beside the dead man. But you went too far. Markden is an
American, and he would not kill and then boast about it as a Filipino or a
Spaniard might do. He would not hate that much."


He paused and said
very slowly: "Cardoro was killed with a knife— not a cock fight spur. He
was killed by a strong man or woman, who knew how to handle a knife. He was
killed by—"


He turned and
looked at the girl's companion. He said quietly:


"You murdered
Dario Cardoro. You did not throw the knife far enough into the Bay, in your
hurry. And you were seen throwing it. I have the knife."


The woman sprang
from the chair. She screamed in Spanish, terribly. From the folds of her dress
steel color caught the light of the room. Her right arm was lifted.


Jo Gar said, "Stop—"


The woman's right
hand went down into the folds of the black dress she wore. She said in a
hysterical tone:


"You lie—"


Jo Gar's right hand
made swift movement; his Colt was low at his right side.


"No," he
said steadily. "I do not lie. You murdered Cardoro. Drop the knife you
were about to throw— on the floor."


The woman was
breathing heavily; her eyes held a wild expression. But her hand remained in
the folds of her black dress.


Jo said: "Quickly—
drop it!" He raised the gun slightly.


The knife made
clattering sound as it struck the wood of the floor. The woman in black slipped
downward, slowly, in a faint. Jo said:


"Well, I have the
knife now, anyway." He went over and picked it up. "She did
not throw it into the Bay— and she was not seen throwing it. But I was coming
close— and her nerves—"


The Rayne girl was
on the divan, rocking back and forth. Her eyes stared somewhere beyond the
figure of Jo Gar. She spoke in a monotone.


"She made me— tell
her when Dario slept. She used the knife and left the knife spur, touching it
in his blood. She hated him. He loved her once, but he sent her away. He was
losing, gambling away all the money he had willed to me. She made me help her— she
was to have some of— the money. I didn't want— to do it."


Jo Gar looked at
Sadi Ratan. "I thought at first that he had been murdered outside, carried
in. That was wrong. And I thought that the knife had been thrown away. That was
wrong, too. But when I saw the woman's eyes, saw her watching me—"


He shrugged. The
woman on the floor stirred and moaned. The Rayne girl said:


"He was
brutal— it was self-defense. He was brutal to both of us—"


Jo Gar smiled
slightly. "Your defense is your own affair," he said gently. "I
am very little interested."


Lieutenant Ratan
frowned and swore. Jo Gar said:


"You were so
sure of the American. So sure he was guilty. Now you must free him."


Sadi Ratan muttered:


"All the
evidence we had— pointed to him."


Jo Gar sighed. "That
is so," he agreed softly. "And that was why I had to go to a
newspaper and seek the evidence— you did not have."


__________________
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MR. DANIEL CLEFT was among those
enjoying the sunshine in the park yesterday. Mr. Cleft, who has been a sad
invalid for many years, is being quite overwhelmed by congratulations on his
marvellous restoration to health. Rumor has it that we shall soon be congratulating
his enchanting daughter, Diana, on her engagement to a certain youthful
peer."


 


"If there's
any truth in that," I thought, as I read the paragraph, "Lambell's
feeling pretty bad."


Just how bad I
learned that very evening. I was thinking of bed, when the telephone rang.


"It's
Chorley Court Mansions— the porter speaking. Your friend Mr. Lambert met with
an accident and wants to see you."


"Accident?
What sort of accident— serious?"


"Yes, very.
The doctor doesn't expect him to live through the night."


"Good Lord!
Yes, of course— I'll come along at once."


The suddenness
of the calamity was a shock. Yet I had felt that Lambell was heading for
disaster. I was not altogether surprised to find, when I reached his flat, that
"accident" was camouflage for "suicide."


"I thought
my aim was better than that," he murmured, when he saw me, "but I've
bungled the business, just like everything else."


"You
oughtn't to talk, I'm sure, old chap," I said. But the doctor, as he left
us together, compressed his lips, and shook his head. Lambell could do as he liked.
Nothing mattered now.  


"Why did
you do it?  Why on earth did you do it?"


"Only
thing," he gasped painfully. "My conscience... wouldn't give me any.
peace... Murder, you know... Old man Cleft.... My uncle. Been giving him poison
for months and months."


I murmured
something ambiguous.


"Think I'm
delirious, don't you? Not a bit.... Been putting arsenic in his coffee...
Little and often... Just a shade more every time... Measuring it, like the
'stinks' merchant used to do at school... Always was a careful chap, Nobby, if
you remember, wasn't I?"


It was
heartrending to hear that old nickname of mine on his lips. Poor old Freddy
Lambell— how well I remembered the sharp little prick of envy that got me the
first time I saw him and Diana Cleft together! Which, only shows what
short-sighted fools, we are. and how incapable of knowing when we are well off.
 


My job took me
abroad a good deal: and every time I came home, and found Lambell mugging along
in the same old groove, we seemed to have less in common. Till the inevitable
happened; we gave the reunion a miss.


All the same I
was glad, during the interval, to make contact with old Freddy, glad; likewise
to be introduced to the lovely Diana. When she went off to "call on
Margot"— who was playing lead in the show— I made some remark appreciative
of her beauty.


"Yes— she's
pretty." Freddy was as cautious in speech as in action. "We're
engaged— sort of, that is."


"Why,
what's the trouble?" An obvious question, for he looked like anything
rather than the accepted lover of a wealthy society beauty.


"Oh— money,
of course. Old Cleft, her father— he's my uncle, you know."


"I
didn't."


"I hardly
knew it myself for years, because there was a family feud between him and my
parents. But after they were dead, he kind of took me up— asked me to stay and
all that— and— well, you can't wonder at my falling for Diana, can you?"


I could not.
What puzzled me was Diana's falling for him— but I did not say so!


"Does the
ruthless parent forbid the banns?"


"Not
exactly. But he won't lift a finger to help us; though Diana's his only child.
And it's hopeless to think of marrying a girl like that on my screw. It's about
the same as her dress-allowance— if as much."


"As it is,
I suppose all you can do is to hang about and wait for the old plutocrat to
die. And he's in rude health, of course?"


A crude way of
putting it, but Lambell was getting on my nerves.


Memory took me
back to our schooldays. I could see him again; putting his watch on the desk during
exams, and carefully dividing the allotted time between the questions and then
muffing the lot. I saw that my remark had got him on the raw.


"No, he's
an invalid." 


"Well, then—"


"And has
been, for a dozen years or more," he concluded with a certain gloomy
triumph.


For Lambell was
changing, gradually but unmistakably. Miss Cleft was getting fed-up. The marvel
was, of course, that she had been patient so long. I sought to relieve the
tension. 


"How's the
'creaking door'?" That was our flippant way of alluding to the esteemed
Daniel Cleft. 


"Hanging on
after the proverbial manlier of creaking doors, it seems."


"Yes— hanging
on. I wish I could help the old man to his death." 


The sentiment,
with that Shakespearean turn to it, was truly a startler, as coming from Freddy
Lambell.


"I must do
something. I must do something," he muttered.


That was the
last evening we spent together. Time and again I tried to fix up a meeting, but
he always avoided me.


 


AND NOW I sat by
his death-bed and listened to his incredible story, of attempted murder, the
confession that relieved his burdened conscience.


"But I read
only to-day that your uncle was better, able to go out?"


"Yes— that's
what's on my conscience.  I've been trying to poison him, and I've cured
him!"


Poor old Lambell,
always so cautious and methodical. If only he'd gone a little further, and
taken the trouble to find out that arsenic, administered in frequent,
gradually-increased doses, is a most valuable medicine for promoting health,
and longevity! 


A day later
Lambell died, surely the only case on record of a would-be murderer who saved
the life of his intended victim.  


________________
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IT would, perhaps, have been unkind to call
Mr. Percy Chudworth Lee-Hickson conceited. It was only when he grew
confidential— which the best of us are apt to do at times— that he talked much
about himself. And younger men, with whom he adopted the paternal attitude (he
was forty-three), were sometimes impressed by him.


"Yes,"
he had said one afternoon to a young fellow of his acquaintance, a clerk in the
House of Commons, "I don't pretend to be a genius, but I keep my eyes open
and my ears too. Very little escapes me, I can tell you. I'm like a hound— put
me, on the scent, and I'll get there somehow. Now, my mind's never sleeping— it's
always on the look-out. I look into the reasons of things— the causes; It's
good practice. You young fellows don't appreciate that, but none of the little
signs of all that goes on are ever lost on me. I'm a sort of 'mind-scout,' you
might say."


"Are you
supposed to do one kind action a day?" inquired the youth, who was a
little flippant, "because, If you are, you might try one on me."


"Well, so I
will," said Mr. Lee-Hickson, who saw enough to suspect that he was having
his leg pulled. "I shall advise you not to wear such loud socks."


Mr. Lee-Hickson
himself dressed quietly; in summer principally in blue serge. He was of middle
height, fair and slender, and a little bald; he strove with his baldness by
means of hairwashes and by the careful training of his hair, which he applied
to the thin place, as though he were training Virginia creeper. He lived in the
country, but was well enough off to make occasional visits to London, which he
loved dearly, and as he was a bachelor, it may be presumed that he was free
from cares. His house, On the outskirts of a south country cathedral town, was
a pattern of com- fort. He was a good croquet player, an ardent collector of Welsh
pewter, and he had just bought a small motor-car. All these things pleased him,
and the knowledge of his own sagacity made a comfortable under-current to his
life.


The young man
with the loud socks attempted no further flippancies, and the next time that
Mr. Lee-Hickson made reference to his own discernment, he took a different
tone.


"You should
go into the secret service," he said, "that's the place for you.
You'd be invaluable. "Why don't you apply to be taken on?"


This time Mr.
Lee-Hickson had no misgivings. He felt the words to be so true that he did not
suspect his companion of grinning internally at the thought of anyone of his
appearance engaged in desperate deeds.


He smiled
darkly. "Well," he said, "perhaps I have done so— who
knows?"


He went home from
the county club, where this conversation had taken place, in a reflective mood,
for Ernest Darton had only voiced his own thoughts, his own convictions, Even
that young ass had perceptions, it seemed, and he smoked among his pewter that
evening, wondering whether destiny had been speaking to him through this
unworthy medium.


He thought about
it in bed, at breakfast, for days afterwards, and finally came to a tremendous
resolution. He had always been interested in matters of intrigue, and he knew
that the secret service was recruited from every conceivable branch of society.
People of position, and people of none, people of both sexes and of all grades
and professions formed part of the vast web spun round the unsuspecting public
by those responsible for its safety. Why not himself? Even Henri Le Caron had,
presumably, not been born with secret orders in his hand. There is a beginning
to everything; and so Mr. Lee-Hickson told himself many, times in the couple of
weeks that ensued before he made the plunge. And, one day, having decided to
what official he should apply, he posted his letter. He gave the history of his
own antecedents and position, and the capabilities which he knew himself to
possess, asking to be employed (as a beginning) in even the most humble
capacity. He then set about possessing his soul in patience until his deed
should take effect.


Weeks passed
with no result. It was a little over a month from the day of his resolution
when a most unassuming envelope with a London postmark lay upon his hall table
when he came in one night to dress for dinner.


He opened it
with a sigh; it looked so like a bill. It had neither date, address, nor signature,
and it was only when he had read it through that the meaning of its contents
dawned upon him.


 


"On the
18th instant," the letter ran, "you
will proceed to Ford Lane Station, on the Great Eastern line, arriving there
before 6 p.m., when a local train due at that time will come in on a branch
line. A tall lady will arrive by it, accompanied by a small King Charles
spaniel. She will take the 6.25 to Harwich. You will find means to prevent her
from starting by that train. Urgent (the word was thrice underlined).
Destroy. You have been under consideration for some time."


 


Mr. Lee-Hickson
stood thunderstruck. Here it was, the long-expected letter! It had come upon
him so stealthily, with so little pomp or circumstance, that it took him a few
minutes to collect his wits and screw up his feelings to the occasion. He had
imagined something quite different. There was no proposed interview, no
producing of himself for inspection. Then, as he told himself how unlikely it
was that an urgent secret order would carry its origin on its face, he began to
wonder at his own astonishment.


The last
sentence made his head buzz. Was it an explanation of the tardy reply, or did
it mean that omniscient eyes had followed him, weighing his merits, even before
he had taken action? Was he known? It was a giddy thought!


To-day was the
17th. Mr. Lee-Hickson swallowed his dinner in a dream, and when this was done,
he burned the letter, making cryptic notes of its contents, then went to find Bradshaw.
He looked up the trains mentioned, and saw that he could get to London quite
comfortably and spend a pleasant few hours be- fore starting for Ford Lane.


He began to
construct some probable situation from what he had been told. Evidently the
lady was going abroad, and crossing from Harwich, and for some unaccountable
reason it was imperative to delay her; it was a political matter, of course— heaven
knew what might not depend on his success! He was rather surprised to see that
the missing of that particular train would not prevent her from sailing that
evening, but, like a wise man, he questioned nothing for which he was not
responsible, and concluded that there was, no need for him to understand more
than his orders. He spent the evening in a chastened beatitude, shadowed by the
faint fear of being unsuccessful. Not that he really felt incapable of dealing
with any matter. It was merely the preliminary shiver of the expert swimmer on
the brink.


He departed for
London next day, composed and resolute, having put together a rough plan of
action. The dog was the key to the situation. If his mistress carried anything
of vital importance she would certainly not part from it for a single moment,
and he felt that the best means of delaying her would be to detain some of her
property. A woman (so be reasoned) is always a slave to her pet dog, and so, by
some contrivance, he must lay hands on the little beast. Short of breaking her
leg or taking her purse, he could see no other way out of it. Being a devoted
admirer of ladies, the first was abhorrent, to him, and unless some miracle
should happen, there would be no chance of getting hold of her money. Of course,
he might try to steal her purse, but the thought of being taken up as a
pickpocket was too much for his courage. Better to retire once more into
obscurity than that. Should he manage to get hold of her ticket, and should she
only discover its loss in the train, no end would be served, for she would only
have to make it good on the journey. No, unless some amazing chance presented
itself, it was the dog. The waiter, who served him in the Lyons restaurant in
which he lunched, was astonished, when removing his plate, to see that, though
the gentleman had eaten two small cutlets, there was only one bone left.


At last the time
came when Mr. Lee-Hickson was at Liverpool Street, stepping into the train. He
had not spent a pleasant afternoon, for the greasy bone in his coat pocket was
offensive to him, and he had kept out of any known haunt of his own for fear of
meeting acquaintances who might ask awkward questions or, worse still, be going
his way. He had no connection with the East of England, but one never knows
one's luck in this world; certainly one's ill-luck.


As he sat in his
empty compartment with his unread evening paper, he wondered rather sadly
whether the next day's issue would hold his own name, whether he might get into
some hideous difficulty, only to be the sport of the halfpenny press, only to
have his face pictured next Sunday— heavens, how horribly!— in the spicy
columns of some week-end journal.


At last the
train pulled up at Ford Lane Station, and he got out. It was a little place,
with the branch line he had heard of running in on the other side of the
platform, which made a sort of peninsula between the main and the lesser line.
There was a covered booking-office and a small waiting-room, and far up at the
further end of the platform, under the shadow of a bridge that carried the high
road over the permanent way, was a nondescript wooden shed with a few oil-lamps
propped against it. There was only one porter, who stirred himself into
temporary activity when trains came in.


Mr. Lee-Hickson laid
the suit-case that he carried as a guarantee of travellership upon a bench;
before starting, he had emptied it of everything that could give a clue to his
identity. He informed the porter that he was going by the 6.25, and then
proceeded to loiter up and down, taking stock of all that he saw. He walked as
far as the bridge and noted the little shed, smiling as he noticed that the key
was in the door. When some little time had been spent in looking about, he saw
the signal go down on the branch line, and, with a beating heart, turned his
steps with what nonchalance he could to the place where the incoming train
would draw up.


Soon a puff of
smoke showed round a corner, and the small train came clanking in. The
third-class doors opened, disgorging a handful of country folk, and from the
only first-class compartment there descended a tall, elegant figure, dressed in
brown, with a be-veiled hat on its head and a little spaniel under its arm.


Mr.
Lee-Hickson's heart beat like a drum, as he watched the lady directing the
porter, who was hauling a small trunk and a huge hat-box from the van. He could
hear her telling the man that she was going by the 6.25 to Harwich.


To his immense
relief the third-class passengers, one and all, filed out and took the road to
the small town, whose houses began to border the road about a quarter of a mile
off. Soon the newcomer's luggage had been deposited in a stack outside the
ticket-office, and no one remained, in the station but him-self and the
stranger. He was thankful to see that the dog was not on a leash; it was
evidently a well-behaved little being, for it trotted quietly after it's
mistress.


Mr. Lee-Hickson
had heard the porter tell her that the ticket-office would not open till ten
minutes before the train arrived. Then would be the critical moment; then, when
she was buying her ticket, would be the time for the deed he had to do. So far,
the ground seemed to prepare well. He-strolled up and down, his hands in his
pockets; the porter had gone off up the road to a little cottage, evidently his
own, and, no doubt, would return in time for the 6.26.


The lady sat on
a bench beside the usual wayside station flower-beds, and the dog, running
about, sniffed at Mr. Lee-Hickson's heels as he passed on his quarter-deck
walk. He stooped and patted it, and as his fingers had just been in contact
with the bone in his pocket, it licked his hand, and then followed him a little
way. It was a good beginning.


At last the
hands of Mr. Lee-Hickson's watch pointed to 6.15, ten minutes before train-time.
The dusk was creeping on, but now that he was so close upon action Mr.
Lee-Hickson had grown calm. He was only a few steps from the lady when she rose
and turned towards the office, opening her bag.


Once more
fortune favored the brave, for she passed Mr. Lee-Hickson, who found himself
between her and the dog. The little creature was midway between himself and the
lamp-house by the bridge. At the sight of its mistress walking away it came
running back and approached Mr. Lee-Hickson just as the lady disappeared into
the office.


He snatched the
bone from his pocket and held it out to the dog. It stopped, sniffed, took the
delicious morsel in its teeth, and was lost.


At a breathless
run the triumphant man carried it up the platform. It struggled, but held
tightly to the bone, while Mr. Lee-Hickson, smothering it with his
pocket-handkerchief, made what speed he could. He just managed to knot the silk
over its head and round its neck before he reached the lamp-house. Opening the
door, he shot the spaniel into the darkness, shut it, turning the key, which he
dropped into his pocket, and went back, panting but exultant, down the
platform. He prayed that distance and the folds of his fine bandana would
stifle any outcry the innocent animal might make; cheerfully would he have
given twenty pounds to be sure that the 6.23 would be up to time.


He came back to
find the ticket-office still closed, and the lady studying an advertisement on
the wall while she waited for it to open. The clock showed that there were still
six minutes to train-time. The little ticket-window went up.


Then it was that
a great idea occurred to Mr. Lee-Hickson. As she came out to the platform,
ticket in hand, he took off his hat and accosted her.


"Madam,"
he said, "your little dog has run away."


"Oh!"
she exclaimed blankly. "Oh, thank you so much! Good , heavens! Which way
did he go?"


"Out
there!" exclaimed Mr. Lee-Hickson, pointing to the town. "I did all I
could— I whistled— you must surely have heard me?"


"Indeed I
didn't," said she.


"Through
that little gate out into the road; that's the way it went," he continued.



"It's too
dreadful!" she cried, dropping her arms at her sides. "I must hunt
for him at once. What shall I do if my train comes in before I find him?"


"It
won't," said he, looking at his watch, and praying that she might not take
out hers. "We have a full eight minutes more in fact. Shall we go a little
way towards the town? The dog will knew your call and it won't know mine!"


"We had
better run," said she. So they ran. She was young and agile, and Mr.
Lee-Hickson had to exert himself to keep up with her. They ran past the
porter's cottage and past a small inn, and had got half-way to the town before
they paused to call and whistle. Then they ran on again. Before them the street-
lamps were beginning to be lit and to spot the dusk. The road rang with calls
of "Ruby! Ruby!" and frantic whistling.


"Look at
your watch again," she said, panting. "I mustn't lose that
train."


"It's all
right," said he, complying, "besides, they'd surely keep it a moment.
They know you're going by it. We have four minutes before we need turn back— Why,
there's your dog! Look! Look! Turning down between those two houses— call
again!"


She called with
all her might.


"I can't
see him," she said, desperately. It was well within a minute of
train-time. She ran on a few yards, whistled, and stopped short.


"It's no
good," she exclaimed, "and I must go back. I've simply got to get
on!"


She turned, and
as she did so the noise of the approaching train came to her ears. Mr.
Lee-Hickson had heard it before, but the sound of her own voice and her own
whistling had kept it from her. She began to run back, frantically, but they
had come further than she supposed, and she was breathless from her exertions.
She made a gallant run, leaving her companion standing where he was, but before
she had covered half the distance she fell into a walk, keeping all her
strength to shout and wave to the porter, who had returned to the platform.


But Ford Lane
was a small station, and the train had only one minute's wait there. She forced
herself to some semblance of a run again, but even as she did so, the guard's green
flag went up and the engine started. The train moved out into the dusk to lose
itself under the bridge. In spite of what he had accomplished, the next ten
minutes were among the worst of Mr. Lee-Hickson's life. His companion was in a
state of distraction, and it was all she could do to keep within the bounds of
civil- city. He protested that he had not known how much his watch had lost, he
abased himself, he cursed himself for his folly, he offered apologies that
should have melted a stone, he felt as though drowning in a sea of hypocrisy.
She was so attractive, in such a quandary, and he had, in cold blood, put her,
as the vulgar say, "in the cart," ruined prospects, perhaps, to which
she looked for her livelihood. No wonder she was distraught, no wonder she was
resentful! Also, he was far, far from indifferent to the hateful fact that she
thought him an absolute fool. But his cup was not yet drained. There might be
worse to come. He had yet to pre- vent the awful catastrophe of the discovery
of the dog. What if the porter should need some implement from the lamp-house?
What if he should produce another key or break in the door? What if the spaniel
should make some lamentation loud enough to reach its mistress, and be found
with his silk hand-kerchief bound tight about its bullet head?


Mercifully, her
dismay seemed to have overpowered the thought of the lost Ruby, but, at any moment,
she might remember her pet. Mr. Lee-Hickson grew cold at the thought.


There was
nothing for it but to brace himself for renewed action. The lady was in the
telegraph office, sending a message— a cypher one, no doubt. She had not spoken
to him since their return to the station, but he felt that he must, at all
costs, get her out of the way, if he was to see the affair of the dog to its
end. Also, he felt that the restoration of the spaniel was the one reparation
in his power. He met her on the threshold of the telegraph office. His idea was
to propose to escort her to the inn, where she could get some tea and rest
until the next train for Harwich should arrive, while he made a more exhaustive
search for the missing Ruby.


It took all the
eloquence he could command to make her listen, but at last, after infinite
pains, and the endurance of many biting words and allusions, he set forth once
more up the road with his scornful companion. This time


they did not
run; they walked in a strained and bitter silence that galled Mr. Lee-Hickson
to the soul. He left her in the inn parlor, and, refusing to partake of the tea
she constrained herself to offer him, he went out into the dusk.


The station was
again deserted, but, as it was too dark to see much, it would not have mattered
had it been full. Mr. Lee-Hickson made a dash towards the bridge, and, stopping
by the lamp-house, laid his ear to the door. Scratching and whining came from
within.


Softly he took
the heavy key from his pocket and softly he turned it in the lock. As the door
opened, a thing like a miniature whirlwind dashed at his legs; he had just time
to clap his ankles firmly, together and make a dive at the dog before it could
dodge round them. He got it by the loose skin of its back and lifted it, struggling,
to his arms. His bandana was in ribbons, and he had some difficulty in
disentangling them from its collar. Mr. Lee-Hickson was a man who liked to do
things artistically, and the dim light glimmering on a muddy ditch a few paces
down the line showed him how to throw a glamor of realism on the episode. In
its waters he rolled the outraged Ruby, mopping its shallow bed with the little
brute as a housemaid mops a flooded floor. It was not easy to get his victim
consistently wet, but he did it at last. Then he started with the spluttering
creature for the inn.


He burst into
the parlor with the dripping bundle in his arms.


"Ruby!"
cried the owner, snatching it from him.


"Poor
little animal!" exclaimed Mr. Lee-Hickson, "no wonder it did not come
to your whistle! It had fallen headlong into a bottom-less ditch beyond the
railway bridge, and it was making the most pitiful efforts to get out when I
heard it cry. I am thankful I thought of going in that direction. It must have
rushed back when I saw it turn down behind the houses."


She overwhelmed
him with thanks. As he met her eye he saw that she had employed some of her
time crying. It was time for flight.


"And
now," he said, "you will be all right here, waiting for the
seven-thirty so I will leave you. I am so infinitely relived to have found your
dog, after all the trouble I have caused you. You may forgive me, but I shall
never be able to forgive myself."


He spoke with a
melancholy dignity—the dignity of one whose misfortune is greater than his
fault— and left her.


The propitious
sight of the porter back on the platform greeted him as he reached the station.


"Is there a
London train due soon?" he asked, breathlessly, "if not, where can I
get a motor-car, or a carriage, or a bicycle, or a—"


" 'Ere be
the seven-five a-comin' in, just signalled," said the man.


"Thank
God!" exclaimed Mr. Lee-Hickson.


 


HAVING some
experience of official delays, Mr. Lee-Hickson was prepared to wait calmly for
the recognition of his services, and it was a week after his exploit that he
walked into the county club, well-pleased with life and with his own part in
it. An acquaintance was sitting there, reading a letter; otherwise the place
was empty.


"You seem
amused," he observed, noticing his expression.


"So I
am," replied the other. "Ernest Darton has run away with an
heiress."


"I am
really delighted," said Mr. Lee-Hickson, recalling his last conversation
with the young man; "he is a very sensible, deserving youth."


"Yes, but
listen to this," continued his companion, shaking with laughter. "You
see, the girl's people wouldn't have it, and they decided to bolt. She was in
the north and he was in London, and they were to meet at Harwich and cross to
Rotterdam together. Well, the day before, he found that he'd be detained in the
House of Commons too late to meet her at the time they'd settled. It wasn't
safe to wire, and there wasn't time to write, as she'd already started from
Wick, or some infernal place, so he got some ass of a fellow to contrive that
she should miss her train at a small station, and when the next one came in
Darton was in it, and they went off together. The fellow fancied himself as a
detective, and thought he'd got a commission to do the job from the secret
service. It's almost too good to be true. Lord! I respect Darton!"


He shook again.


When Mr.
Lee-Hickson got home there was a foreign letter on the hall-table. He opened it
to find the photograph of a King Charles spaniel and a visiting card. On the
former was written, "With fond love from Ruby!" and on the latter,
"With Mr. and Mrs. Ernest Darton's compliments."


 


"I'VE PAID
HIM out for my loud socks," Darton had said, as he posted the letter.


"Ye—es,"
replied Mrs. Darton, without enthusiasm.


________________
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THE brew-house stood about twenty yards from
the parlor gable. It was a detached building, with highly-chevroned roof, and
small latticed windows— the glass so green as to be almost opaque. The only
entrance was by the hatched doorway to the extreme left: a raised path ran
thence to the low porch.


A week before
snow had fallen heavily, and the farmyard contained several heaps raised
breast-high by the lads. On the summit of one stood the uncouthly-shapen effigy
of a man who held a stick in one hand, and a battered silk bat in the other.
The moonlight, slanting over the housetop, silvered a huge beakish nose.


A mile or so
away, in the heart of Grassbrook village, a concert was being held; through the
still, windless night came a faint sound of singing. Mary Bacchus, as she
opened the house door, listened for a moment, and recognised the air as "I
wandered lonely through the Groves,"— the favorite production of the local
quartette. Then the church clock struck nine with tedious solemnity.


The girl's head
was covered with a shawl; she drew the ends together over her bosom, and then,
after looking anxiously around the deserted yard, made her way across the
hollowed flags to the brew-house. As she lifted the latch the sound of a
footstep made her turn; then she passed hastily inside and lighted a lantern
that stood on the cheese-press. Very soon afterwards a strong arm passed around
her waist.


"By Gye,
Mary!" said the young man in a low eager voice. "I was fretting my
heart out with the thought as you wouldn't come!"


His other arm
encircled her neck, and her plump, pretty face was drawn close for a lovers'
kiss.


"You
couldn't have worried as much as I did, lad," she said, when she had
released herself. "Truth to tell, I've been sitting on pins and needles
for the last two hours! I heard you whistle again and again; but there was no
getting away from the parlor—"


"Who is
it?" said the young man. "I saw a shadow on the blind— the shadow of
a strange chap with a beard. I couldn't for the life of me reckon him up."


"'Tis Mr.
Jabez Jow from Miller's Dale," replied Mary. "He's a well-to-do
farmer, and akin to us after a fashion— his wife being my second cousin."


"Oh, then
he's married!" exclaimed her sweetheart, with considerable relief.
"I'd begun to scare myself with the notion as 'twas someone come
a-courting!"


Mary removed the
sackcloth covering from a great vat, and slowly stirred the contents with a
rounded stick. "He's a widow-man," she said slowly. "His wife
died upwards of two years ago."


"Just afore
I took Black Rake Farm and settled nigh to Grassbrook." said he.
"Prythee. Mary, what wants he hither?"


There was a low
fire on the open hearth; as he spake a flame shot upward and showed him that
the girl's cheeks had flushed, and that her eyes were strangely bright.


"I scarce
like to tell you, Harry," she hesitated. "I didn't know myself till
to-day. ''Twas father told me— spoke straight out, he did, and said 'twas his wish
that— that—"


Her voice broke;
she laid aside the stick, and raised a band to her bosom.


"That
what?" said the young man anxiously. 


"That I
should let him court me," she murmured.


"Nay,
nay!" cried the young man. "That's a nice thing. Why, he knows that
I've been after you e'er since I came to this country!"


"He says I
am to see you no more, and, that he means to let you know as you're not welcome
to call. I gave him no back-answers— 'tis no use taking against him. Father's
as good and upright as any man who e'er lived"


"And as
obstinate, there's no doubt of that," said Harry. "Why, Mary, my lass
you don't mean as you're going to throw me the mitten?"


She laughed
gently. "You'll not think that or me," she whispered. "Only do
you reflect— I'm just as obstinate as father himself. How will you manage with
a wife as always wants her own way, whether for good or ill?'


Once more his
arm went round her waist.


Obstinate,
ay," he said; "but 'tis the right sort of obstinacy and no mistake. I
shall be satisfied— you needn't worry about that. And I've gotten some good
news for you— news as will make you jump. What should you say if this very
morning I'd heard some thing vastly fine?"


But Mary heard
not a word— a familiar sound having made her gaze turn towards the little
window with the bull's-eye glass. "The house door was opened, and they're
coming hither!" she gasped. "Oh, dear, oh dear, I wouldn't for the
world have 'em find you with me!"


There was a
little closet in the wall— a place where the brewing utensils were stored. She
opened the door of this, and mutely entreated him to enter. After a brief
hesitation he smiled and nodded. When the two men appeared, Mary was calmly
stirring the heavy wort.


"I couldn't
keep Jabez away," said the old man cheerily. "He's that fond he can
scarce bear you out of his sight. 'Seems to me the lass is a long while,' he
grumbles, 'let's go and see what she's a-gate of!' "


"I'm sure
'tis very kind of him," remarked the girl. "Why, I've only been doing
your bidding—giving the stuff a turn."


"Hark to
her calling it 'stuff!'" cried her father. "Why, 'tis the best home-brewed
in all the Peak Country. Made from a receipt as was used in my
great-grandfather's days. Stuff, quotha?"


"Hee-hee-hee!"
giggled Jabez Jow. ''Why, Mary, my dear, you should have more respect for your
dad's March brew. Known far and wide 'tis, as anybody can tell you."


The girl faced
him suddenly. "You've no call to 'my-dear' me," she said.
"Please to bear that in mind."


"Hoity-toity!"
exclaimed the old man. "This isn't the way to use Cousin Jabez! Why, Mary,
you yourself'll be calling him a fonder name afore summer's over, or else I'm
much mistook!"


"You're
wrong, father," she replied gravely. "I shall ne'er call him aught
but Mr. Jow, same as I've always done."


"That's a
bit old-fashioned," protested Jabez. "Now my first always mistered
me, spite or what I told her. 'Twas Mr. Jow this and Mr. Jow that in
everything. Couldn't alter her, try as I might. Her last Words they were:
'Good-bye to you, Mr. Jow; happen we shall meet in a better land!' "


"She didn't
seem very set on seeing you again," observed Mary. '"Twas a queer,
cold deathbed saying, for sure!"


Jabez caressed
his stiff black beard. "We're not all cast in the same mould," he
said. "A better woman ne'er lived than Sophia Jane; but I'll own as she
wasn't given to show her tender feelings. Now 'twill be different with my
second— of an evening I mean her to light my pipe and sit on my knee."


"'Twould be
a pretty picture!" said Mary. "I'd like to see it!"


"There!"
he said enthusiastically. "There! Why, my dear, you shall see it:, and no
mistake. You'll be as happy as a bird on a tree!"


Mary laughed
impatiently. "I'm not so sure about that," she made answer.
"Takes, two to make a bargain. Well, father"— she turned to the
gaffer— do you and Mr. Jow mean to bide here all night?"


"I'm
a-going to tell him how the ale's made," said the father. "He's more
than a little curious to know how it comes to be so good and strong."


Mary's heart was
beating quickly; every other moment she glanced at the closet door behind which
her sweetheart was hidden. "I think— I think I'll go to the house for a
while." she said. "'Tis heady in here... don't you be long."


"You may be
sure of that," said Jabez. "Seems to me as time's wasted when you're
out of sight."


"And you
can look a bit of supper," said the master. "There's that spare rib
as was left from dinner— Jabez'd fancy a bit of spare-rib. Apple-tart too, and
a heel of cheese."


Mary retired,
determined as soon as they left the brew-house, to return and release Harry
from his irksome confinement. Jabez watched her depart, then nodded and winked at
his companion.


"A good
lass, with a fine spirit," he commented. "I've no doubt her and me
will get on well together... And now, happen you'll let me know what you mean
to give with her?"


"To give
with her?" repeated the other stupidly. "Why, not a penny— why should
I give ought? All as I have she'll get when I'm gone."


"Ay, that's
all very fine," said Jabez; "but "tis well-known as you're a
warm man, not living on half of what you've gotten. My first she brought me a
thousand pounds to a penny."


"She'd need
to do, being older than you by twenty odd year, Jabez. Nay, if you expect ought
till I'm sucking daisy-roots, you're making a great mistake."


"I'm a bit
disappointed," said his kinsman.


"Money is
money, all the world over. Still, I'm fair set on the lass, and I must have
her, willy-nilly. We shall make as handsome a couple as anyone might wish to
see. I reckon there's nobody else after her?"


"She's been
greatly admired, as is natural," said the old man. "But I can't say
as I believe her affections are anywise engaged. Now, young Henry Rollins has
been about here a good many times of late; but since I know your views, are
seriously inclined I'll soon put a stop to that."


"Henry
Rollins— that big, lundy chap at Black Rake!" exclaimed Jabez. "Why,
he's poor as a rat! Took the farm without enough money to stock it, and has had
luck bad as bad can be!"


"I'll say
nought against him," said Mary's father. "He's a good-like fellow,
and none can swear as he isn't upright in his doings. He has not been as
fortunate as some of us still happen he's not to blame."


"Seems to
me as you fancy him," said Jabez sourly. "Well, I wonder at your
taste, I do. You don't mean to tell me as you've let him court her?"


"I don't,
and that's the truth, Jabez. Why, I've told Mary straight as she's to give him
the go-by, and let him as he's to come hither no more He's after her money,
sure enough."


"Ay, and
that he is," agreed Jabez. "You may put that in your pipe and smoke
it—"


"Not as the
lass isn't as pretty as can be found anywhere," said the wise parent.
"Sometimes when I look at her. I think I've ne'er seen one more pleasant
to the eye. And she's good as gold— there couldn't be a better daughter or a
better housekeeper. Goodness knows what I shall do when she goes to a house of
her own. The butter she makes is known far and wide— she gets a penny a pound
more than anyone else in the valley. As for eggs— why, I tell you our hens lay
as well in the depth of winter as at midsummer!"


"She's a
jewel, that's what she is," ob-served Jabez with enthusiasm? "I've
heard tell of the prizes she's won at Calton Show. She deserves to make a good
match, that she does. But I fully believe as you'd give her away with a bag of
money in her pocket."


"I might
have done if there'd been any need,'' admitted the other. "But since
you've gotten plenty, and since— as I've told you— she'll heir all mine, I
don't see the need of parting."


Jabez sat on a
three-legged stool beside the hearth, and stirred the fire with a long iron rod.


"I'm a bit
surprised, cousin," he said. "I always thought you a proud man. She's
the only child you've gotten... It makes a lass e'er so much happier if she
feels she has money of her own, apart from her husband. I hold that man and
wife get on far better If 'tis so. Now what do you say to me banking something
in her name, and you doing the same— making a sort of settlement as
'twere?"


"That'd
need some thinking about, Jabez. Suppose and suppose I was to agree, how much
would you suggest?"


Jabez Jow very
slowly drew out his briar pipe, picked out the dottle with the small blade of
his penknife, then filled the bowl with damp shag tobacco. All the while he
deliberated; it was not until a rank cloud of smoke arose that he spoke again.


"I'm ready
to settle a thousand pounds on her and what children she may bear," he
said.


The old man
gasped. "A thousand pounds!" he repeated. "My word, that's a big
order!"


" 'Tis none
too big." said Jabez. "There's no reason why I shouldn't tell you as
I'm worth ten times that. Mary shall have a horse and trap for her own private
use, and she'll be able to trim herself up as fine as any squire's lady. I'm a
good hand at investing— I'll guarantee five per cent. on every penny. So 'tis
settled— you'll plank down a thousand?"


"Bless my soul,
I ne'er said so, Jabez. Why, 'twould be hard work for me to find fifty pounds
at the present moment!"


Jabez's eyebrows
rose in amazement. "Nay now, nay now!" he said deprecatingly.
"You're better off than I am. Why, this here is one of the best farms in
Peakland, and there's the row of cottages in Grassbrook, and the 'Bold
Cloudesley' at Milton, which I know well belongs to you—"


"I couldn't
find over fifty pounds to save my life!" said Mr. Bacchus agitatedly.
"I'm not denying as the property's mine; but, well, to be plain, I've got
no loose capital anywhere. Only last month I bought a bit of land, t'other side
of Calton. Five acres 'tis— lying alongside the river, and a fine cottage with
a garden. Quite fit for a gentleman's country residence— the advertisement said
as much."


"Tis
pleasent news," commented Jabez. "I reckon you might easily raise a
mortgage if you thought fit."


The old man
laughed angrily. "No mortgages for me, Jabez, no mortgages for me. They're
cattle I've kept clear of so far, and I mean so to do for as long as I'm spared
to live, No. thankye, no mortgages for me!"


"Ay, but
what do you mean to do? You're not an old man— there's nought to hinder you
from marrying again when Mary leaves you. And rearing a family, too— where
would she be if you had a young son?"


This gave
obvious pleasure to Mary's father. He drew himself upright, and nodded
complacently.


"I hadn't
thought of such a change," he said; "but queerer things have
happened. There's no doubt I should feel lonely without my lass... Still I
reckon I'll bide as I am."


"I wouldn't
lay a bet on your doing so, cousin. Then how unjust 'twould be to Mary! Why, a
step-mother might so work matters as she wouldn't get a penny. You won't
mortgage— happen you're right; but why not settle some of the land on her since
you can't find capital?"


"I hadn't
thought you were so mercenary," said Mr. Bacchus. "I'm sure I ne'er
expected to hear you talk in this fashion. Once and for all, understand as I'll
make no arrangements of any kind more than I've done already. I'm not going to
lose control of a single acre as long as I live. I've gathered all together,
piece by piece, and 'tisn't likely as I'll let any go. Take her or leave her— please
yourself."


Jabez had smoked
till the rough beams over- head were hidden behind a blue cloud. The air in the
closet was exceedingly close, and for some time the young man who rested there
so uncomfortably had been scarce able to breathe. As Mary's father erased
speaking a strange sound of sneezing came from behind the closed door. At the
same time Mary herself entered, pale and agitated, on her lover's account. She
found Jabez Jow and her father looking at each other in curious bewilderment.


"Supper's
on the table," she said. "How long are you going to bide here?"


Again came the
mysterious noise. "Lord help us!" cried Jabez. " 'Tis either a
ghost or a burglar."


Then the rough
old door opened, and young Harry stepped out into the dim light.


" 'Tis me,
Mr. Bacchus," he said, turning to the father. "I've been welly
suffocated in that stuffy hole!"


The old man's
temper rose. "What're you a-doing of here?" he said sharply. "A
nice job I call it— you hiding away this gait!"


"I'm sure I
beg your pardon," said Harry; "but you'd ne'er have been any the
wiser if't hadn't been for Mr. Jow's bad tobacco. I couldn't help listening to
his bantering about Mary's fortune."


" 'Twas a
mean trick, and no less," said the father. "You haven't answered me— what're
you a-doing of here?"


"I came
a-courting, and with good news," replied Harry. "My old uncle
Frogget— him as owned the grocery business in Derby— has left me twenty
thousand pounds!"


"Twenty
thousand pounds! Well, I do declare!" cried the old man.


Jabes Jow gaped
foolishly. Harry moved to Mary's side, and slipped his arm to its most natural
place.


''I don't want a
penny with my dear, and I wouldn't take it if 'twas offered," be said.
"Mary's worth more than all the fortunes in the world."


"Well, I do
declare!" exclaimed Mary's father again.


"Come all
indoors," said Mary. "I've told you supper's on the table."


"I'm sure
you're very kind," said Jabes sourly; "but I'm for home."


"Eh, Harry,
lad," said Mr Bacchus, as Jabez Jow left the brew-house, "this is
good news, and no mistake!"


__________________
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WHEN the newspapers announced in bold
headlines that the beautiful Manette Lefroy (at the time starring at the
Imperial Theatre) had lost a yellow leather writing case, for which she offered
a reward of ten thousand pounds, the more perspicacious readers smiled sagely,
and shrugged their shoulders.


"Manette
has a keen eye for advertisement," they told each other. "And she has
chosen the right time to get it in when nothing particular is happening. But
it's rather an old wheeze now. It won't wash."


As a matter of
fact the reward was not offered for the sake of advertisement. It was in this
way that the situation had arisen:—


 


MANETTE LEFROY
was seated in a reserved compartment of the night train from London to Paris.
She was going back to her beloved Paris for a week's holiday. Her maid was in the
adjoining compartment. Around her was littered a mass of popular literature.
Friends, English and French, surrounded the window of the carriage to bid her au
revoir. The station superintendent and several minor officials hovered in
the neighborhood. Nothing had to be lacking to make Manette Lefroy's journey as
easy as possible.


The whistle
blew. The train moved slowly. Handkerchiefs were waved. Manette Lefroy smiled
through the window and fluttered an inch of cambric. Then she leant back and her
smile vanished. She glanced about her with apprehension.


Suddenly she
uttered a cry of alarm. The door of her compartment was wrenched open. A man
swung on the footboard and half fell inside the carriage. Station officials,
shouting and expostulating, strove to keep pace with the train.


Manette Lefroy
shot an angry glance at the intruder.


"This
carriage is reserved," she said The man strove to regain his breath. He was
little more than a boy, fresh complexioned, clear eyed, and dressed with that
seeming carelessness that marks the gentleman.


"I'm so
sorry," he panted. "I owe you a thousand apologies. But I simply had
to get in somewhere, hadn't I?"


His
ingenuousness made Manette smile. "Is it so important as all that?"
she asked. "Rather! I've got to meet my pater at Calais. He'd be in a
deuce of a stew if didn't turn up. And they kept fooling about with my luggage
for so long— but I'm awfully sorry."


"Never
mind," said Manette, picking up a paper. "Care to look at any of
these?" she added, with an inviting gesture towards the journals on the
seat beside her.


The youth
thanked her, and selected an illustrated weekly. Scarcely had he opened it when
he uttered an ejaculation.


"Oh, I
say!"


Manette looked
up inquiringly. She found that he was looking at a full page portrait of
herself.


"I wondered
where I had seen you before," he cried, frankly. "It was at the
Imperial. You were— wonderful! You don't mind my telling you that?"


Manette laughed.
"On the contrary, I like to be told that— if you really mean it."


"Of course
I mean it. I never saw acting like yours before. I didn't expect to enjoy 'La
Sirene.' Musical comedy is more in my line. But, by jove! I nearly clapped my hands
off. 'La Sirene' knocks musical comedy to fits."


"I began in
musical comedy," confessed Manette.


"You
did!"


"Yes. that
was a long time ago. I was sixteen then. I was— what yon call her?— a flapper.
Oh, yes, that was quite long ago."


The youth spoke
eagerly. He told Manette that his name was Ralph Archer, that he had hopes of
getting a job under the Government, that his father (whom he was meeting at
Calais) was in the Government. Manette was amused and charmed by his
conversation. He talked boyishly, with entire lack of self-consciousness. He
quickly overcame his awe at finding himself in the company of so distinguished
an actress. Manette was glad that accident had bundled him into her
compartment. The journey to Dover was the quickest she had ever experienced.


When the train
drew up at the Harbor, Ralph Archer gathered together the few articles which
Manette had with her in the carriage.


She stopped him.
"My maid will attend to these," she said.


"Do let
me," begged the youth, and be flushed awkwardly. "I'd love to."


He did not wait
for permission. Bearing a small handbag, the bundle of journals, and a yellow
leather writing case, he leapt from the compartment.


"Give me
that writing case," said Manette anxiously.


"It is
nothing," was the airy reply. "I say, porter, get a trunk labelled
'Archer, to Calais' out of the van, and see that it is put on board, will you?
There's our boat, over there, Miss Lefroy."


Short of
snatching the writing case from the hands of the impetuous youth, she could do
nothing. Following him closely, she made her way through the throng to the
gangway.


There Ralph
Archer stopped. There was a strange look of excitement in his eyes.


"We're
going to have a jolly crossing," he cried, and he stepped back to let
Manette pass before him.


Progress was
slow because the gangway was very crowded. When she stepped on board she waited
for her escort to appear. Not more than a second had elapsed when a biting apprehension
seized her. The boy was not on the gangway. He was nowhere to be seen. She waited
for a few moments, then she caught a ship's officer by the sleeve.


"I have
been robbed!" she cried. "I am Manette Lefroy— a yellow writing ease—
a young man in grey has taken it. Oh! I must get it back! I must get it
back!"


An hour later
Manette sat huddled up in her private cabin and refused to be comforted.


"I am
ruined— ruined," she moaned, rocking herself to and fro. "By a slip
of a boy, too. But what an actor!" she added, with a wild gesture. Then
the tears sprang to her eyes again. "What am I to do?" she wailed.
"What am I to do?"


 


PIERRE St. Mars
strode agitatedly up and down the room. He was in Manette Lefroy's drawing-room
at St. Germains, and nearly two days had elapsed since the loss of the yellow
writing case.


Pierre St. Mars
was fat and florid and fifty His dark beard and moustache hid a cruel mouth. He
talked with angry gestures.


"Never
before have I thought you were a fool, Manette," he snarled. "When
you got possession of the draft, why in the name of heaven didn't you look
after it?"


"I did. I
put it in the case so that it should never leave my possession," protested
Manette. "But that boy—"


"Bah, you
women are all alike! When will you learn that the innocent looking men are
always the most dangerous? You have hopelessly compromised me. I promised that
the draft should be delivered without fail to-day. And now, where is it? What
am I to do? What am I to say? You have lost me nearly half a million
francs."


"At least I
have put as much as that in your pocket," cried Manette, with a return of
her spirit.


"You could
have done nothing without me," cried St. Mars. "Who put up the money
for your theatre? Who paid and paid and paid again at the beginning when
failure seemed inevitable. Well?" he came to a halt before her. "We
shall keep to the bargain," he said viciously. "In a fortnight from
to-day you shall buy me out of the Theatre Lefroy."


"I cannot
do that in a fortnight," protested Manette. "Give me a month and I
shall find friends who will be only too glad of the chance to help me."


"Not a day
over the fortnight. We made our bargain. You promised to hand me the draft. You
have failed to do so. You have discredited me, perhaps ruined me. Now you can
go to the devil."


Manette looked
up at him with a cold sneer on her lips.


"Whatever
happens I shall be glad to be rid of you," she exclaimed. "This is
the last straw. You force me to be a common thief— to use my friendship with a
man to steal from him. You told me the draft was only about a bridge and worth
nothing. Now I find that it is the draft of a treaty and worth a nation's
honor. I shall never be able to look Sir Guy Missenden in the face again. A
thief! That is all I am. A thief! And you— you made me do it."


The man made an
impatient gesture.


"Does Sir
Guy suspect you, do you think?" he asked.


"Suspect
me!" cried Manette. "He must do more than suspect me! He must know.
And that young clerk you paid to get the information as to where Sir Guy kept
the draft— what will happen to him? Little you care. I burn with shame when I
think of what I did! I can picture myself now— feverishly prying among the
papers in his desk! I— his guest! It's horrible, horrible! Whatever happens.
Pierre St. Mars, I'm glad I'm done with you— glad!"


"You may be
sorry yet," growled the man. "If Sir Guy suspects you, as you say, I
do not think that your next reception in London will be so cordial. And a word
from me will set Paris talking as well."


"That word
you will not say," cried Manette, "for I, too, can talk. And talk I
will, whatever happens to me, if you are not careful. Do not forget that,
monsieur."


The man's manner
changed. He spoke more ingratiatingly.


"The
writing case may be found," he said. "There is always the chance. Ten
thousand pounds reward for a writing case ought to tempt the cleverest thief.
The papers are full of your loss. And if we get it back we shall say no more
about this."


"If we get
it back," said Manette slowly, "I shall return the draft, unopened,
to Sir Guy Missenden."


"What!"


"That is
what I shall do."


The man thrust
his face, distorted with passion, close up to Manette.


"You will
not dare!" he breathed.


"Dare? You
use that word to me, monsieur?"


"Yes, I do.
You will not dare. If you do—"


"Yes?"


"I shall
ruin you. You and your theatre belong to me. Yes, you are mine. And, cost, what
it may, I shall make you what you were— a starveling actress."


Manette suddenly
laughed.


"You are a
strange fool, monsieur," she cried. "Is it cruel to remind you that
you have forgotten to clip the wings of the bird you have trained? I can fly
away. On the wings of my art. Oh, do not talk like that. If the writing case
comes back to me I shall try to undo the wrong I have done. Le bon Dieu
will help me to."


Pierre St. Mars
caught her arm fiercely. "Monsieur, you hurt!" she exclaimed.


"By heaven,
I shall hurt more if—" he broke off. "But this is your fun," he
added.


"It is not
my fun, it is my mission," replied Manette, gravely.


The door opened,
and a servant entered with a card on a tray. Manette glanced at it, and sprang
to her feet.


"Ralph
Archer!" she panted. "It is the man— who took my case. He has brought
it back! Oh, mon Dieu! I could weep for joy! Show him in."


"You will
remember?" gasped Pierre St. Mars.


"I forget
nothing," said Manette.


Young Archer, in
morning dress of excellent cut, entered the room briskly. Manette's heart
bounded when she saw in his hand her writing case.


"I
say!" he began, "what on earth can you think of me? I do hope the
loss of this case hasn't caused you any inconvenience."


Manette laughed
hysterically. "Inconvenience!" she cried, as she took a step forward.


"I was just
coming on board when that fool of a porter rushed up, and said he couldn't find
my bag in the van. He dragged me off to look for it. The consequence was that missed
the boat."


"Why did
you not send the case to me?" 


The youth
blushed.


"You see, I
was coming on to Paris, and I— I wanted to hand it to you personally. I— I have
had some difficulty in finding you. At your theatre they would not tell me your
ad-dress. And you aren't in the directory under your stage name. But here I am
at last."


St. Mars took
the case from Manette. "Your keys," he demanded. Then he carried the
case to a small table.


Manette Lefroy
rose. "You have given me a sad fright," she smiled. "But I must
not blame you."


"It was
awfully stupid of me."


"It was
awfully stupid of me not to look better after my property," said Manette.
Then a hoarse exclamation broke from St. Mars, and she wheeled round. "Qu'y
a-i-il?"


The face of St.
Mars was livid.


"It is not
here!" he shouted. "The case is empty!" He stretched a trembling
hand towards Archer. "Where are the contents?"


The young man
stood silent, his head thrown back proudly, his face a trifle paler.


"I do not
understand you, monsieur?" he said, coldly.


Manette dashed
forward. One glance inside the case-proved that it was indeed empty. She
examined the lock. It bore no mark or scratch.


"Then I
will make you understand!" said St. Mars fiercely. "I tell you, this
case contained a document of great value. It was inside when you took the case.
Now it is gone. Where is it? Where is it?"


"Do you
infer that I have taken the con-tents, monsieur?" asked Archer slowly.


"I
do."


The young man
shrugged his shoulders ever so slightly.


"Then you
must know the proper course to take," he said.


"Have you
left the case lying about?" said Manette, wildly.


"I have
taken the greatest possible care of your case," said Archer, gravely.
"I take the fullest responsibility for anything that has happened. If you
think I am a thief, monsieur, will you please call in the police."


St. Mars swore
loudly. Then he controlled himself with an effort.


"What is
your price for the document?" he asked sullenly.


"Monsieur,
you are insulting!"


St. Mars swore
again. "Let us get to business," he said at length. "I see
through your trick. You have taken the document. You bring back the case so
that you may not be labelled a thief. But—"


"But if I
have taken the document then I am a thief," interrupted the young man.
"I must insist on your bringing in the police. I have a right to have my
honor cleared. I have a right to know of what you. accuse me of stealing. I
don't even know of What document you are speaking."


"That is a
lie."


Archer drew in a
long breath. "If this lady were not present I should satisfy my Honor in
the way that would be most to my liking," he said quietly. "Are you
going to have me arrested or are you not?"


St. Mars Stared
at the youth, speechless with impotent rage. Then he sprang towards a desk.
"You will tell me where that document is," he panted. There was the
gleam of a revolver. Archer leapt on the man. There was a cry of pain. The
revolver fell on the carpet. He picked it up.


"I shall
keep this," he said, slowly, "as a souvenir of my visit to Manette
Lefroy. You know my name. I'm staying at the Bristol. I shall be there for a
week, if you want me. Good afternoon."


He turned on his
heel and left the room.


"Tricked,
by heaven!" cried St. Mars. "He knows we can do nothing!"


Manette Lefroy
did not reply.


 


MRS. DENNISON,
the leader of the English Colony in Paris, was holding a reception, and Manette
Lefroy was one of her lions. Manette was harassed beyond measure. St. Mars was
adamant. He had sworn to carry out his threat, and already he had set the
machine in motion. Manette was in a hole.


But when she
entered Mrs. Dennison's house her smile was as radiant as ever. Men looked
after her with eyes full of undisguised admiration. She was envied by all the
women.


"What a
gown!"


"Any gown
would be a dream on such a figure."


"Will she
never grow old?"


And the men
whispered. "Look, there goes Manette Lefroy. Heavens! What a woman!"


Mrs. Dennison
greeted her affectionately. "How good of you to come! I heard you were
here for a few days. London is getting all the good fortune nowadays!" she
cried. "Do you know, you are the lioness of my evening. We expect a lion
as well."


"Who is
he?"


"Sir George
Babington, our Foreign Secretary."


"I know. He
is in the English Cabinet, is he not?"


"Yes, dear
girl, he is the most talked of man in the country just now,— and the most
abused. They say he wants England to make war with some other country— I forget
which. Everybody is scolding him. They say he must resign."


"How horrid
of him to want a war. But introduce your lion to me, so that we may roar 


"He has not
arrived yet. Yes, here he comes."


Manette Lefroy
saw approaching her a tall, broad-shouldered, clean shaven man of about forty.
He was smiling, but there was a stern gravity about his eyes, and his chin was
resolute and firm. His Majesty's Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs was
having, his friends admitted, the very devil of a time.


"This is an
honor, Sir George," said Mrs. Dennison as she greeted him. "pray let
me introduce you to Mademoiselle Lefroy."


Manette stared
at the man. For a moment she lost her composure. She went pale, and her hand
was outstretched over readily.


"You have
met before?" asked Mrs. Dennison.


Sir George
Babington took Manette's out-stretched hand.


"Yes,"
he said, "we have met before— a long time ago. I am proud to pay my homage
to you, Mademoiselle."


Mrs. Dennison
threw one quick glance at Sir George. His manner was gravely distant.


She hoped that
in introducing these two she had not been indiscreet. Then other guests claimed
her attention. After all, the past was none of her business.


Sir George
turned to his companion.


"Let's— clear
out of this crowd," he said in a low voice.


He led her to
the conservatory and found a corner where they could talk undisturbed.
"So— you are Manette Lefroy!" he began.


"Didn't you
know?" she asked, a trifle coldly.


"How could
I?"


"Do you
never go to the theatre?" 


"No—not
now," was the gruff reply.


Manette colored.


"You are
glad?" she asked.


"I am glad—
because of your wonderful success. I did not know—" he broke off.


"You did
not try to find out."


He did not look
at her.


"No, I did
not try to find out. You told me not to."


"And you
obeyed."


"I always
obeyed you, Lucille— I mean Mademoiselle Lefroy."


She laughed
nervously. "You seem to recall another life, George. But— Mrs. Dennison
called you Babington."


"Yes. That
is my uncle's name. He left me his fortune. I had to take that name. That other
life, Lucille— It was happy


"Very
happy." 


"And you
are still happy?"


"I am— Manette
Lefroy now! And you— you are the Foreign Secretary now." He shook his
head.


"Not
now," he said. "This morning I was— but not now."


"But why?
They told me—"


"It will be
in all the papers to-morrow. I have resigned. I had to resign."


"I am so
very sorry."


"I am not.
I am glad It is over."


"Can you
tell me?" She settled herself closer to him. He noticed the movement and bit
his lip. It reminded him of that other life.


"You used
to say it did you good to tall me things."


"I fear you
wouldn't understand, Lucille," he said. ''It was over a treaty. At the
time when I ought to have been able to produce it the draft was nowhere to be found.
We've got it now, but too late. They believe I wanted war. The other country is
enraged against me. So I have to go."


"Where was
the draft?" she breathed.


"It was
stolen from Sir Guy Missenden— he is Under Secretary, you know."


A mist rose
before Manette's eyes. The sound of the band became very faint.


"Who stole
it?" Her voice seemed to sound loud and harsh.


"He does
not know."


"He does
not know?"


"No. He
suspects his foreign valet. The man is being watched."


Manette
experienced a moment of inexpressible relief. She was safe. What she had
feared— the circulation of the news that Manette Lefroy was a thief, and not
fit to be received in good houses— would not come to pass.


The next moment
another fear sent a chill to her heart. She stretched out a beautiful white
arm. Her fingers gripped his sleeve.


"Has the
loss of that draft— had anything to do with your resignation?" She asked
the question haltingly.


"It was
bound to come," replied Sir George. "This accident speeded things up.
Luckily the document was discovered before the theft was able to do any real
harm."


"How was it
found?"


Sir George
smiled slightly.


"It was
taken from a woman on board the night train to Dover." 


"A
woman!"


"There is
always a woman in a case like that," said Sir George. "In this
instance," he continued, "the finder refuses to tell us any thing
about her." 


"Why?"


Sir George
smiled again. "It's often as well not to know too much about things like
this. But tell me about yourself."


"No, no. I
want to know— what are you going to do now? This blow—"


"Falls
lightly," replied Sir George. "I am a very rich man. A rich man finds
it difficult to serve his country with singleness of purpose. There are many
things I want to do—"


"For
instance?"


"I propose
organising an exploring expedition to Australia."


Manette stared
in front of her, her hands clasped tightly.


"You are
married, of course?" she asked, without looking at him.


"No,
Lucille, I am not married. And you?"


She shook her
head. 


"So we have
both kept our vow," he whispered. "Lucille, can we bring back the old
life? Is it too late?"


Her eyes met his
burning gaze. Her breath came quickly.


"Alas, too
late!" she said.


"But why? I
am rich now—"


"Would that
you were poor! I could work for you, but—"


"Then you
do still love me, Lucille—"


She thrust him
back with a hoarse groan. "Don't touch me! Don't come near me!" she
said. "I am not fit to listen to your voice."


"Lucille!"


"Listen. I
stole that document. I am the woman from whom it was taken in the train! Now!
Oh, mon Dieu! How you will hate me now!"


For a moment the
man did not speak. Then—


"Tell me
about it, Lucille," he said, gently. "Why did you do it?"


Her explanation
came in short, fierce gasps. She did not attempt to excuse herself.


"I was
driven to it," was all she said in excuse, "but I could have refused.
For life itself I would not do it again. He threatened me with the loss of my
theatre. And my theatre meant more to me than all the world— then. Oh! how you
must hate and despise me!"


"Hate you,
Lucille! My own dear girl, I have never ceased loving you. I think you need me
after all," and he smiled gravely. "Once you said you didn't, and
like a fool I quarrelled about that, and went away. But you do, Lucille. Leave
the theatre business to me. That will give me something to do. I shall have
much— much time on my hands now."


"You are
more wonderful than ever," she whispered. "But— I have spoilt your
career." 


"Then help
me to find happiness. That for my career," and he snapped his fingers.
"Lucille," and his voice trembled ever so slightly, "will you be
my wife?"







She bowed her
glorious head over his hand until her lips touched it.


"I will be
your slave," she whispered. Then she sat erect, her face quivering with
apprehension. Sir George, following her glance, misinterpreted her expression.
A young man had entered the conservatory. Sir George beckoned to him.


Manette Lefroy
swayed in her chair. "But—" 


"Come here,
Ralph," he cried. "Let me present you to Mademoiselle Lefroy.
Lucille, this is my nephew, Ralph Archer."


The young man
bowed, but Sir George detected the change of color and look of recognition that
leapt into his eyes.


"You know
each other?" he asked.


"I have
seen Mademoiselle Lefroy— on the stage," was the slow reply. "That is
all."


Manette spread
out her arms despairingly. "It isn't all," she cried: "Don't you
understand, George? He knows."


The older man
glanced calmly at Ralph. 


"Of course,
of course," he murmured. "Ralph, Mademoiselle Lefroy has been good
enough to make me a full explanation of her conduct over that document. It is
an explanation which fully satisfies me."


Ralph Archer
bowed again. "I felt sure that there must be some explanation," he
said, evenly.


Manette turned
to him eagerly.


"Why did
you keep my name a secret?" she demanded. "I thank you, but why did
you do it?"


"Because—"
the young man flushed again. "I dunno."


"Tell
me."


"Because,
well, because you've no business to do things like that, you know. Your art is
not your own to trifle with. It belongs to— to everybody, and that sort of
thing. And if it came to be known that you— that you— oh, you know what I
mean."


"Your uncle
has forgiven me," said Manette, pleadingly. "Can you?"


"I suppose
so. I suppose you had a jolly good reason."


"I am going
to try to make amends," said Manette softly.


"Manette
Lefroy has done me the honor of accepting my proposal of marriage," said
Sir George, stiffly.


His nephew
looked at him in amazement.


Then he held out
his hand.


"I
congratulate you, uncle," he said. "You've cut me out. I came here
this evening to make Mademoiselle Lefroy precisely the same proposal."


 


TWO DAYS later
Manette was able to frame a question that had puzzled her.


"Tell
me," she begged of Ralph Archer, "how did you know that I had that
document?"


"I saw you
take it," he said, simply. 


"You saw me
take it?"


"Yes, I'm
Sir Guy's private secretary. I came into the room as you slipped it into the
case. At the time I thought nothing about it. I presumed it was one of your own
papers. Then came the hullaballoo. You left for Paris that night. I was certain
of nothing, so I couldn't split on you. But I thought if I bagged that case I
might find the document inside. If I didn't no harm was done. I could simply
return the case to you— as I did."


"What can
you think of me?" said Manette, with a sigh.


"I think
you are a most wonderful actress!" he replied. "I don't think my
uncle would like me to express a more enthusiastic opinion." Then he
laughed boyishly.


"And you
are a most wonderful actor!" exclaimed Manette.


"Here comes
my hated rival," cried Ralph. "I'd better be off. Hullo, uncle! Read
the papers this morning? They're wanting you back. The surest way to secure
fame and popularity is to become engaged to a favorite actress."


"And the
surest way to get what I want— complete effacement— is to marry one,"
added Sir George, with a gay laugh.


____________________
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ONE summer morning, not long ago, an
advertisement appeared in the Agony Column of The Times, headed, "Horn
Spectacles."


 


"Will
the lady or gentleman who accidentally left their horn spectacles at 105
Maurice Mansions, S.W., kindly inform the porter at the above address, and the
spectacles shall be returned."


 


Anyone who knew
Mona Shackleton thought this a curious advertisement. Who could have left their
spectacles in her flat without Mona's knowledge?


There was
another advertisement, in another column of The Times, on the same day,
announcing the marriage of David Arkwright and Helen Manvers. Only a few— very
few really— of David Arkwright's friends looked at those two advertisements
with a twinkle in their eyes; then they shrugged their shoulders.


It was true that
David wore horn spectacles. It was also true that at one time his name had been
connected with Mona Shackleton's name in a manner likely to cause a twinkle in
the eyes of some people; but then, lots of people wore horn spectacles, and
lots of people talked about Mona with a twinkle in their eyes, ever since she
had divorced Peter Shackleton.


The day that the
two advertisements appeared, the day after David and Helen, his wife, had
started on their honeymoon— flying to the ends of the earth— a tall woman,
handsome and dignified, grey-haired, but not yet very old, rang the bell at the
door of Mrs. Shackleton's flat.


The door was
opened by a maid, who looked as if she had lately been frightened out of her
wits and had not yet recovered them.


"I saw Mrs.
Shackleton's advertisement, and have come to ask for my spectacles," said
the old lady, smiling. "I could not think where I had left them."


The maid
continued to look frightened.


"Please
come in, my lady," she said, "there is someone here— the— the doctor—
and he will tell you."


"Certainly,"
the old lady followed her into the flat. "I hope Mrs. Shackleton is not
ill," she said.


The maid did not
answer. A tall man in a black coat was standing by the window in the
drawing-room; he turned sharply as she came in. The old lady greeted him
cheerfully, repeated her hopes for Mrs. Shackleton's health, and observed that
she had come for her spectacles.


"Your
spectacles?" he said, and his voice sounded distinctly disappointed.


The old lady
opened her eyes.


"Why, yes;
at least, I lost my spectacles a day or two ago, and I had tea with Mrs.
Shackleton on Wednesday; yes, to-day is Friday, it was Wednesday. I was so glad
to hear about her advertisement this morning. It is a great bore to old people
like myself to be without spectacles. I can't read without them, and I am a
great reader; very stupid of me to have only one pair."


The doctor— if
he were a doctor— looked at her sharply. "Do you always wear
spectacles?" he asked.


"For
reading, yes," she said. "I don't wear them out of doors, my distant
sight is still good."


"Were they
horn, or tortoiseshell?" he asked; "the ones you lost, I mean." 


"Horn. I
find that tortoiseshell is too expensive, because it breaks so easily."


"Do you
remember whereabouts you left them in the room?"


"Goodness,
no," she answered, a little tartly. "I know that I used them to look
at a letter that Mrs. Shackleton showed to me, but I don't remember where I put
them afterwards. No doubt I meant to put them back in my bag." She opened
i the bag and showed an empty spectacle case of dull, satin, bordered with
silver, and sewn with flowers; it; was not new.


"Was there
anything particular about them to show that they were yours? I suppose you
would know them if you saw them?"


"My own
spectacles? Of course, I should! The bridge between the eyes had been broken
and mended with a little gold plate at the back. Do you think I am claiming
someone else's spectacles? I suppose if you advertise you may get false
claimants, though horn spectacles hardly seem worth it. But where is Mrs.
Shackleton? She could tell you that I had tea with her on Wednesday."


"May I ask
your name?"


"Woodbridge,
Lady Woodbridge. Are you Mrs. Shackleton's doctor?"


"No, her— her
legal adviser.... The fact is that we think someone got into the flat on
Wednesday night, and we are trying to find out who it was. We advertised the
spectacles, because— well— they seemed to be the only clue— the only thing here
for which we could not account."


"Dear me,
how strange! Poor Mrs. Shackleton, I hope she was not badly frightened. Was it
a burglar? Did he get away with anything of value? I know she had beautiful
rings and other jewels— but— do burglars wear spectacles?"


The naiveté of
the question made the man smile.


"Would the
maid recognise you?" he asked.


"She has
not been with Mrs. Shackleton very long, I think; but, yes, she has seen me
before, I mean before last Wednesday."


He rang the
bell,' and when the maid reappeared, still looking scared, he asked her if she
recognised the lady who had had tea with her mistress two days ago.


The maid seemed
relieved.


"Yes, sir,
of course. Her ladyship had tea here on Wednesday."


"Very
good," he nodded, and the girl went away.


Then he produced
a small cardboard box.


"Here are
your spectacles," he said. "But— oh, dear— how dreadfully broken thy
are!"


"Yes, they
were found— in that condition— in the fender."


"Yesterday—
or on Wednesday night?" 


"Yesterday."


She turned over
the broken pieces sadly. "I am afraid that they are mine," she said;
"here is the little gold band where they were mended. I must have left
them on the mantelpiece, and they must have been knocked off. Do tell me a
little more. You are so mysterious. Where is Mrs. Shackleton?"


"I will
tell you," he said; "we have been trying to keep it dark until
someone claimed the spectacles. May I ask if Mrs. Shackleton was a great friend
of yours?"


"Was? What
do you mean? I know her very well, have known her for years."


"I am
afraid that I am going to give you a shock," the man said gravely. "She
is dead."


The old lady,
who was sitting down, seemed to collapse into her chair.


"But this
is dreadful!" she exclaimed. "She was very well on Wednesday. Dead I
What do you mean— someone got into the flat? Was she— was she killed?" 


"Murdered;
yes, I am afraid she was. You' must have been the last person to see her except
her maid, who left as usual about nine o'clock that night— oh, and the postman,
who called later."


Lady Woodbridge
struggled with evident emotion.


"This is
terrible,", she exclaimed again; "terrible! When was it? Oh, poor
Mona! How dreadful! Was it a burglar? How did it happen?"


"That is
what we are trying to find out.. I may as well tell you that I am from Scotland
Yard."


"A
detective— oh— but, when— but, how could it have happened?"


"She was
found by her maid yesterday morning— in her bed— smothered by a pillow across
her face."


"Could that
have happened— accidentally?"


"Oh, no,
the pillow had evidently been held down hard. There was some chloroform on it,
too. I don't think she can have struggled at all."


"Good
heavens I always told her she was wrong to sleep here alone."


"You knew
she did that?"


"Oh, yes, I
know that her maid does not sleep here. Oh, dear, oh, dear, how shocking it is!
I can't believe it. Poor Mona, poor girl! Was it a burglar? You don't suspect
the maid, do you? Has any thing been stolen?"


"Nothing at
all, so far as we L can discover. The maid went straight home. The only clue we
could find, as we thought, was the pair of spectacles. We decided to advertise
before the tragedy became public, in case some innocent person— as it happens,
yourself— came to claim them. They have evidently nothing to do with the
business."


"No-no,"
Lady Woodbridge was now crying unaffectedly, "they are mine."


The detective
asked for her address, and she gave him her card, and then, still crying, took
the box with the broken spectacles, shook hands with the maid, who let her out,
and began to cry, too, and went away.


 


THE DETECTIVE
would have been astonished if he had been able to read her thoughts as she
drove home.


"There are
still some things a mother can do for her son," she said- to herself.
"Now that I have his spectacles, no one could possibly suppose that David
would be such a fool as to go and see that woman on the very night before his
wedding. He vowed to me when he became engaged to Helen that he would never see
Mona again; but he had made her some promise, I don't  know what it was. He did
visit her that night.


"I had been
to see her in the afternoon, to implore her to let David alone, to allow him to
be happy; but she only laughed, said she could whistle him back whenever she
chose, and that he was coming to see her that night. She boasted of it... I sat
up for him, and he was honest enough— my boy— to come and confess to me. He
said that after all he had kept his word not to see her— took off his
spectacles directly he went into the room.


" 'Really,
mother, I could not see her,' he said. He is so short-sighted that he's practically
blind without glasses. He told me that when he said good-bye she snatched them
from him in -a sort of rage.


" 'At all
events you shall see no one else to-night,' she said, and flung them into the
fender....


"I know
David, and I know he will be happy with Helen now, but never while Mona was on
this earth to trouble him... He said that he had given her a hundred pounds.
She wanted it so badly... but, of course, that was only the beginning. She
meant to bleed him— the unscrupulous cat! Luckily I found the wad of notes he
had given her, they can't be traced, but I forgot the spectacles.


"That
policeman did not connect me with the name of Arkwright, because of my second
marriage. Of course, he could not tell that I don't need spectacles now. David
will see as well as I do when he is my age. I am glad I had an old case to take
with me...


"David had
not seen Mona for a good many months, but when he came in on Wednesday night he
still had her latchkey. I made him give it to me, and promised to return it to
her. I went that very night.... She slept very soundly. I dare say she had
taken some drug. I had with me a few drops of chloroform that the dentist had
given me for my toothache....


"There are
still some things that a mother may do for her son. I am glad that I have the
spectacles."


___________________
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'MURDER (said old Quong)— oblige me
by passing my pipe— murder is one of the simplest things in the world to do.
Killing a man is a much simpler matter than killing a duck. Not always so safe,
perhaps, but simpler. But to certain gifted people it is both simple and
entirely safe. Many minds of finer complexion than my own have discolored
themselves in seeking to name the identity of the author of those wholesale
murders which took place last year. Who that man or woman really was, I know no
more than you do, but I have a theory of the person it could have been; and if
you are not pressed for time I will elaborate that theory into a little tale.'


As I had the rest
of that evening and the whole of the next day for dalliance in my ivory tower,
I desired that he would tell me the story; and, having reckoned up his cash
register and closed the ivory gate, he told me—between then and the dawn— his
story of the Mallon End murders. Paraphrased and condensed, it came out
something like this.


At six o'clock of a
January evening Mr Whybrow was walking home through the cobweb alleys of London's
East End. He had left the golden clamor of the great High Street to which the
tram had brought him from the river and his daily work, and was now in the
chessboard of byways that is called Mallon End. None of the rush and gleam of
the High Street trickled into these byways a few paces south— a flood tide of
life, foaming and beating. Here— only slow shuffling figures and muffled
pulses. He was in the sink of London, the last refuge of European vagrants.


As though in tune
with the street's spirit, he too walked slowly, with head down. It seemed that
he was pondering some pressing trouble, but he was not. He had no trouble. He
was walking slowly because he had been on his feet all day; and he was bent in
abstraction because he was wondering whether the Missis would have herrings for
his tea, or haddock; and he was trying to decide which would be the more tasty
on a night like this. A wretched night it was, of damp and mist, and the mist
wandered into his throat and his eyes, and the damp had settled on pavement and
roadway, and where the sparse lamplight fell it sent up a greasy sparkle that
chilled one to look at. By contrast it made his speculations more agreeable,
and made him ready for that tea—whether herring or haddock. His eye turned from
the glum bricks that made his horizon, and went forward half a mile. He saw a
gas-lit kitchen, a flamey fire, and a spread tea table. There was toast in the
hearth and a singing kettle on the side and a piquant effusion of herrings, or
maybe of haddock, or perhaps sausages. The vision gave his aching feet a throb
of energy. He shook imperceptible damp from his shoulders, and hastened toward
its reality.


But Mr Whybrow wasn't
going to get any tea that evening— or any other evening. Mr Whybrow was going
to die. Somewhere within a hundred yards of him, another man was walking: a man
much like Mr Whybrow and much like any other man, but without the only quality
that enables mankind to live peaceably together and not as madmen in a jungle.
A man with a dead heart eating into itself and bringing forth the foul
organisms that arise from death and corruption. And that thing in man's shape,
on a whim or a settled idea—one cannot know— had said within himself that Mr
Whybrow should never taste another herring. Not that Mr Whybrow had injured
him. Not that he had any dislike of Mr Whybrow. Indeed, he knew nothing of him
save as a familiar figure about the streets. But, moved by a force that had
taken possession of his empty cells, he had picked on Mr Whybrow with that
blind choice that makes us pick one restaurant table that has nothing to mark
it from four or five other tables, or one apple from a dish of half-a-dozen
equal apples; or that drives nature to send a cyclone upon one corner of this
planet and destroy five hundred lives in that corner, and leave another five
hundred in the same corner unharmed. So this man had picked on Mr Whybrow as he
might have picked on you or me, had we been within his daily observation; and
even now he was creeping through the blue-toned streets, nursing his large
white hands, moving ever closer to Mr Whybrow's tea table, and so closer to Mr
Whybrow himself.


He wasn't, this
man, a bad man. Indeed, he had many of the social and amiable qualities, and
passed as a respectable man, as most successful criminals do. But the thought
had come into his moldering mind that he would like to murder somebody, and as
he held no fear of God or man, he was going to do it, and would then go home to
his tea. I don't say that flippantly, but as a
statement of fact. Strange as it may seem to the humane, murderers must and do
sit down to meals after a murder. There is no reason why they shouldn't, and
many reasons why they should. For one thing, they need to keep their physical
and mental vitality at full beat for the business of covering their crime. For
another, the strain of their effort makes them hungry, and satisfaction at the
accomplishment of a desired thing brings a feeling of relaxation toward human
pleasures. It is accepted among non-murderers that the murderer is always
overcome by fear for his safety and horror at his act; but this type is rare.
His own safety is, of course, his immediate concern, but vanity is a marked
quality of most murderers, and that, together with the thrill of conquest,
makes him confident that he can secure it; and when he has restored his
strength with food, he goes about securing it as a young hostess goes about the
arranging of her first big dinner— a little anxious, but no more.
Criminologists and detectives tell us that every
murderer, however intelligent or cunning, always makes one slip in his tactics—
one little slip that brings the affair home to him. But that is only half-true.
It is true only of the murderers who are caught. Scores of murderers are not
caught: therefore, scores of murderers do not make any mistake at all. This man
didn't.


As for horror or
remorse, prison chaplains, doctors, and lawyers have told us that of murderers
they have interviewed under condemnation and the shadow of death, only one here
and there has expressed any contrition for his act or shown any sign of mental
misery. Most of them display only exasperation at having been caught when so
many have gone undiscovered, or indignation at being condemned for a perfectly
reasonable act. However normal and humane they may have been before the murder,
they are utterly without conscience after it. For what is conscience? Simply a
polite nickname for superstition, which is a polite nickname for fear. Those
who associate remorse with murder are, no doubt, basing their ideas on the
world-legend of the remorse of Cain, or are projecting their own frail minds
into the mind of the murderer, and getting false reactions. Peaceable folk
cannot hope to make contact with this mind, for they are not merely different
in mental type from the murderer; they are different in their personal
chemistry and construction. Some men can and do kill— not one man, but two or
three— and go calmly about their daily affairs. Other men could not, under the
most agonizing provocation, bring themselves even to wound. It is men of this
sort who imagine the murderer in torments of remorse and fear of the law, whereas
he is actually sitting down to his tea.


The man with the
large white hands was as ready for his tea as Mr Whybrow was, but he had
something to do before he went to it. When he had done that something, and made
no mistake about it, he would be even more ready for it, and would go to it as
comfortably as he went to it the day before, when his hands were stainless.


 


WALK ON, then, Mr
Whybrow, walk on; and as you walk, look your last upon the familiar features of
your nightly journey. Follow your jack-o'-lantern tea table. Look well upon its
warmth and color and kindness; feed your eyes with it and tease your nose with
its gentle domestic odors, for you will never sit down to it. Within ten
minutes' pacing of you, a pursuing phantom has spoken in his heart, and you are
doomed. There you go— you and phantom— two nebulous dabs of mortality moving
through green air along pavements of powder-blue, the one to kill, the other to
be killed. Walk on. Don't annoy your burning feet by hurrying, for the more
slowly you walk, the longer you will breathe the green air of this January
dusk, and see the dreamy lamplight and the little shops, and hear the agreeable
commerce of the London crowd and the haunting pathos of the street organ. These
things are dear to you, Mr Whybrow. You don't know it now, but in fifteen
minutes you will have two seconds in which to realize how inexpressibly dear
they are.


Walk on, then,
across this crazy chessboard. You are in Lagos Street now, among the tents of
the wanderers of Eastern Europe. A minute or so, and you are in Loyal Lane,
among the lodging houses that shelter the useless and the beaten of London's
camp followers. The lane holds the smell of them, and its soft darkness seems
heavy with the wail of the futile. But you are not sensitive to impalpable
things, and you plod through it, unseeing, as you do every evening, and come to
Blean Street, and plod through that. From basement to sky rise the tenements of
an alien colony. Their windows slot the ebony of their walls with lemon. Behind
those windows, strange life is moving, dressed with forms that are not of
London or of England, yet, in essence, the same agreeable life that you have
been living, and tonight will live no more. From high above you comes a voice
crooning The Song of Katta. Through a window you see
a family keeping a religious rite. Through another you see a woman pouring out
tea for her husband. You see a man mending a pair of boots; a mother bathing
her baby. You have seen all these things before, and never noticed them. You do
not notice them now, but if you knew that you were never going to see them
again, you would notice them. You never will see them
again, not because your life has run its natural course, but because a man whom
you have often passed in the street has at his own solitary pleasure decided to
usurp the awful authority of nature, and destroy you. So perhaps it's as well
that you don't notice them, for your part in them is ended. No more for you
these pretty moments of our earthly travail: only one moment of terror, and
then a plunging darkness.


Closer to you this
shadow of massacre moves, and now he is twenty yards behind you. You can hear
his footfall, but you do not turn your head. You are familiar with footfalls.
You are in London, in the easy security of your daily territory, and footfalls
behind you, your instinct tells you, are no more than a message of human
company.


But can't you hear
something in those footfalls— something that goes with a widdershins beat?
Something that says: Look out, look out. Beware, beware.
Can't you hear the very syllables of murd-er-er, murd-er-er?
No; there is nothing in footfalls. They are neutral. The foot of villainy falls
with the same quiet note as the foot of honesty. But those footfalls, Mr
Whybrow, are bearing on to you a pair of hands, and there is
something in hands. Behind you that pair of hands is even now stretching its
muscles in preparation for your end. Every minute of your days, you have been
seeing human hands. Have you ever realized the sheer horror of hands— those
appendages that are a symbol of our moments of trust and affection and
salutation? Have you thought of the sickening potentialities that lie within
the scope of that five-tentacled member? No, you never have; for all the human
hands that you have seen have been stretched to you in kindness or fellowship.
Yet, though the eyes can hate and the lips can sting, it is only that dangling
member that can gather the accumulated essence of evil and electrify it into
currents of destruction. Satan may enter into man by many doors, but in the
hands alone can he find the servants of his will.


Another minute, Mr
Whybrow, and you will know all about the horror of human hands.


You are nearly home
now. You have turned into your street— Caspar Street— and you are in the center
of the chessboard. You can see the front window of your little four-roomed
house. The street is dark, and its three lamps give only a smut of light that
is more confusing than darkness. It is dark— empty, too. Nobody about; no
lights in the front parlors of the houses, for the families are at tea in their
kitchens; and only a random glow in a few upper rooms occupied by lodgers.
Nobody about but you and your following companion, and you don't notice him.
You see him so often that he is never seen. Even if you turned your head and
saw him, you would only say 'Good evening' to him, and walk on. A suggestion
that he was a possible murderer would not even make you laugh. It would be too
silly.


And now you are at
your gate. And now you have found your door key. And now you are in, and
hanging up your hat and coat. The Missis has just called a greeting from the
kitchen, whose smell is an echo of that greeting (herrings!), and you have
answered it, when the door shakes under a sharp knock.


Go away, Mr
Whybrow. Go away from that door. Don't touch it. Get right away from it. Get
out of the house. Run with the Missis to the back garden, and over the fence.
Or call the neighbors. But don't touch that door. Don't, Mr Whybrow, don't
open.…


Mr Whybrow opened the
door.


 


THAT WAS the
beginning of what became known as London's Strangling Horrors. Horrors they
were called because they were something more than murders: they were
motiveless, and there was an air of black magic about them. Each murder was
committed at a time when the street where the bodies were found was empty of
any perceptible or possible murderer. There would be an empty alley. There
would be a policeman at its end. He would turn his back on the empty alley for
less than a minute. Then he would look round and run into the night with news
of another strangling. And in any direction he looked, nobody to be seen and no
report to be had of anybody being seen. Or he would be on duty in a long-quiet
street, and suddenly be called to a house of dead people whom a few seconds
earlier he had seen alive. And, again, whichever way he looked nobody to be
seen; and although police whistles put an immediate cordon around the area and
searched all houses, no possible murderer to be found.


The first news of
the murder of Mr and Mrs Whybrow was brought by the station sergeant. He had
been walking through Caspar Street on his way to the station for duty, when he
noticed the open door of No. 98. Glancing in, he saw by the gaslight of the
passage a motionless body on the floor. After a second look he blew his
whistle; and when the constables answered him, he took one to join him in
search of the house, and sent others to watch all neighboring streets and make
inquiries at adjoining houses. But neither in the house nor in the streets was
anything found to indicate the murderer. Neighbors on either side, and
opposite, were questioned, but they had seen nobody about, and had heard
nothing. One had heard Mr Whybrow come home— the scrape of his latchkey in the
door was so regular an evening sound, he said, that you could set your watch by
it for half-past six— but he had heard nothing more than the sound of the
opening door until the sergeant's whistle. Nobody had been seen to enter the
house or leave it, by front or back, and the necks of the dead people carried
no fingerprints or other traces. A nephew was called in to go over the house,
but he could find nothing missing; and anyway his uncle possessed nothing worth
stealing The little money in the house was untouched, and there were no signs
of any disturbance of the property, or even of struggle. No signs of anything
but brutal and wanton murder.


Mr Whybrow was
known to neighbors and workmates as a quiet, likable, home-loving man; such a
man as could not have any enemies. But, then, murdered men seldom have. A
relentless enemy who hates a man to the point of wanting to hurt him seldom
wants to murder him, since to do that puts him beyond suffering. So the police
were left with an impossible situation: no clue to the murderer and no motive
for the murders, only that they had been done.


The first news of
the affair sent a tremor through London generally, and an electric thrill
through all Mallon End. Here was a murder of two inoffensive people, not for
gain and not for revenge; and the murderer, to whom, apparently, killing was a
casual impulse, was at large. He had left no traces, and provided he had no
companions, there seemed no reason why he should not remain at large. Any
clearheaded man who stands alone and has no fear of God or man, can, if he
chooses, hold a city, even a nation, in subjection; but your everyday criminal
is seldom clearheaded and dislikes being lonely. He needs, if not the support
of confederates, at least somebody to talk to; his vanity needs the
satisfaction of perceiving at first hand the effect of his work. For this he
will frequent bars and coffee shops and other public places. Then, sooner or
later, in a glow of comradeship, he will utter the one word too much; and the
nark, who is everywhere, has an easy job.


But though the
doss-houses and saloons and other places were 'combed' and set with watches,
and it was made known by whispers that good money and protection were assured
to those with information, nothing attaching to the Whybrow case could be
found. The murderer clearly had no friends and kept no company. Known men of
this type were called up and questioned, but each was able to give a good
account of himself; and in a few days the police were at a dead end. Against
the constant public gibe that the thing had been done almost under their noses,
they became restive, and for four days each man of the force was working his
daily beat under a strain. On the fifth day they became still more restive.


It was the season
of annual teas and entertainments for the children of the Sunday Schools; and
on an evening of fog, when London was a world of groping phantoms, a small
girl, in the bravery of best Sunday frock and shoes, shining face and
new-washed hair, set out from Logan Passage for St. Michael's Parish Hall. She
never got there. She was not actually dead until half-past six, but she was as
good as dead from the moment she left her mother's door. Somebody like a man,
pacing the street from which the passage led, saw her come out; and from that
moment she was dead. Through the fog somebody's large white hands reached after
her, and in fifteen minutes they were about her.


At half-past six a
whistle screamed trouble, and those answering it found the body of little
Nellie Vrinoff in a warehouse entry in Minnow Street. The sergeant was first
among them, and he posted his men to useful points, ordering them here and
there in the tart tones of repressed rage, and berating the officer whose beat
the street was. 'I saw you, Magson, at the end of the lane. What were you up to
there? You were there ten minutes before you turned.' Magson began an
explanation about keeping an eye on a suspicious-looking character at that end,
but the sergeant cut him short: 'Suspicious characters be damned. You don't
want to look for suspicious characters. You want to look for murderers. Messing about… and then this happens right where
you ought to be. Now think what they'll say.'


With the speed of
ill news came the crowd, pale and perturbed; and on the story that the unknown
monster had appeared again, and this time to a child, their faces streaked the
fog with spots of hate and horror. But then came the ambulance and more police,
and swiftly they broke up the crowd; and as it broke, the sergeant's thought
was thickened into words, and from all sides came low murmurs of 'Right under
their noses.' Later inquiries showed that four people of the district, above
suspicion, had passed that entry at intervals of seconds before the murder, and
seen nothing and heard nothing. None of them had passed the child alive or seen
her dead. None of them had seen anybody in the street except themselves. Again
the police were left with no motive and with no clue.


And now the
district, as you will remember, was given over, not to panic, for the London
public never yields to that, but to apprehension and dismay. If these things
were happening in their familiar streets, then anything might happen. Wherever
people met— in the streets, the markets, and the shops— they debated the one
topic. Women took to bolting their windows and doors at the first fall of dusk.
They kept their children closely under their eye. They did their shopping
before dark, and watched anxiously— while pretending they weren't watching— for
the return of their husbands from work. Under the cockney's semi-humorous
resignation to disaster, they hid an hourly foreboding. By the whim of one man
with a pair of hands, the structure and tenor of their daily life were shaken,
as they always can be shaken by any man contemptuous of humanity and fearless
of its laws. They began to realize that the pillars that supported the
peaceable society in which they lived were mere straws that anybody could snap;
that laws were powerful only so long as they were obeyed; that the police were
potent only so long as they were feared. By the power of his hands this one man
had made a whole community do something new: he had made it think, and left it
gasping at the obvious.


And then, while it
was yet gasping under his first two strokes, he made his third. Conscious of
the horror that his hands had created, and hungry as an actor who has once
tasted the thrill of the multitude, he made fresh advertisement of his
presence; and on Wednesday morning, three days after the murder of the child,
the papers carried to the breakfast tables of England the story of a still more
shocking outrage.


At 9.32 on Tuesday
night a constable was on duty in Jarnigan Road, and at that time spoke to a
fellow officer named Petersen at the top of Clemming Street. He had seen this
officer walk down that street. He could swear that the street was empty at that
time, except for a lame bootblack whom he knew by sight, and who passed him and
entered a tenement on the side opposite that on which his fellow officer was
walking. He had the habit, as all constables had just then, of looking
constantly behind him and around him, whichever way he was walking, and he was
certain that the street was empty. He passed his sergeant at 9.33, saluted him,
and answered his inquiry for anything seen. He reported that he had seen
nothing, and passed on. His beat ended at a short distance from Clemming
Street, and having paced it, he turned and came again at 9.34 to the top of the
street. He had scarcely reached it before he heard the hoarse voice of the
sergeant: 'Gregory! You there? Quick. Here's another. My God, it's Petersen!
Garroted. Quick, call 'em up!'


That was the third
of the Strangling Horrors, of which there were to be a fourth and a fifth; and
the five horrors were to pass into the unknown and unknowable. That is, unknown
as far as authority and the public were concerned. The identity of the murderer
was known, but to two men only. One was the murderer
himself; the other was a young journalist.


This young man, who
was covering the affairs for his paper, the Daily Torch,
was no smarter than the other zealous newspapermen who were hanging about these
byways in the hope of a sudden story. But he was patient, and he hung a little
closer to the case than the other fellows, and by continually staring at it he
at last raised the figure of the murderer like a genie from the stones on which
he had stood to do his murders.


After the first few
days the men had given up any attempt at exclusive stories, for there were none
to be had. They met regularly at the police station, and what little
information there was they shared. The officials were agreeable to them, but no
more. The sergeant discussed with them the details of each murder; suggested
possible explanations of the man's methods; recalled from the past those cases
that had some similarity; and on the matter of motive reminded them of the
motiveless Neil Cream and the wanton John Williams, and hinted that work was
being done which would soon bring the business to an end; but about that work
he would not say a word. The Inspector, too, was gracefully garrulous on the
thesis of Murder, but whenever one of the party edged the talk toward what was
being done in this immediate matter, he glided past it. Whatever the officials
knew, they were not giving it to newspapermen. The business had fallen heavily
upon them, and only by a capture made by their own efforts could they
rehabilitate themselves in official and public esteem. Scotland Yard, of
course, was at work, and had all the station's material; but the station's hope
was that they themselves would have the honor of settling the affair; and
however useful the cooperation of the press might be in other cases, they did
not want to risk a defeat by a premature disclosure of their theories and
plans.


So the sergeant
talked at large, and propounded one interesting theory after another, all of which
the newspapermen had thought of themselves.


The young man soon
gave up these morning lectures on the philosophy of crime, and took to
wandering about the streets and making bright stories out of the effect of the
murders on the normal life of the people. A melancholy job made more melancholy
by the district. The littered roadways, the crestfallen houses, the bleared
windows— all held the acid misery that evokes no sympathy: the misery of the
frustrated poet. The misery was the creation of the aliens, who were living in
this makeshift fashion because they had no settled homes, and would neither
take the trouble to make a home where they could
settle, nor get on with their wandering.


There was little to
be picked up. All he saw and heard were indignant faces, and wild conjectures
of the murderer's identity and of the secret of his trick of appearing and
disappearing unseen. Since a policeman himself had fallen a victim,
denunciations of the force had ceased, and the unknown was now invested with a
cloak of legend. Men eyed other men as though thinking: It might be him. It might be him. They were
no longer looking for a man who had the air of a Madame Tussaud murderer; they
were looking for a man, or perhaps some harridan woman, who had done these
particular murders. Their thoughts ran mainly on the foreign set. Such
ruffianism could scarcely belong to England, nor could the bewildering
cleverness of the thing. So they turned to Rumanian gypsies and Turkish
carpet-sellers. There, clearly, would be found the 'warm' spot. These Eastern
fellows— they knew all sorts of tricks, and they had no real religion— nothing
to hold them within bounds. Sailors returning from those parts had told tales
of conjurors who made themselves invisible; and there were tales of Egyptian
and Arab potions that were used for abysmally queer purposes. Perhaps it was possible to them; you never knew. They were so slick
and cunning, and they had such gliding movements; no Englishman could melt away
as they could. Almost certainly the murderer would be found to be one of that
sort—with some dark trick of his own—and just because they were sure that he was a magician, they felt that it was useless to look for
him. He was a power, able to hold them in subjection and to hold himself
untouchable. Superstition, which so easily cracks the frail shell of reason,
had got into them. He could do anything he chose; he would never be discovered.
These two points they settled, and they went about the streets in a mood of
resentful fatalism.


They talked of
their ideas to the journalist in half-tones, looking right and left, as though HE might overhear them and visit them. And though all the
district was thinking of him and ready to pounce upon him, yet, so strongly had
he worked upon them, that if any man in the street— say, a small man of
commonplace features and form— had cried 'I am the
Monster!' would their stifled fury have broken into flood and have borne him
down and engulfed him? Or would they not suddenly have seen something unearthly
in that everyday face and figure, something unearthly in his everyday boots,
something unearthly about his hat, something that marked him as one whom none
of their weapons could alarm or pierce? And would they not momentarily have
fallen back from this devil, as the devil fell back from the cross made by the
sword of Faust, and so have given him time to escape? I do not know; but so
fixed was their belief in his invincibility that it is at least likely that
they would have made this hesitation, had such an occasion arisen. But it never
did. Today this commonplace fellow, his murder lust glutted, is still seen and
observed among them as he was seen and observed all the time; but because
nobody then dreamt, or now dreams, that he was what he was, they observed him
then, and observe him now, as people observe a lamppost.


Almost was their
belief in his invincibility justified; for, five days after the murder of the
policeman Petersen, when the experience and inspiration of the whole detective
force of London were turned toward his identification and capture, he made his
fourth and fifth strokes.


At nine o'clock
that evening, the young newspaperman, who hung about every night until his
paper was away, was strolling along Richards Lane. Richards Lane is a narrow
street, partly a stall-market, and partly residential. The young man was in the
residential section, which carries on one side small working-class cottages,
and on the other the wall of a railway goods-yard. The great wall hung a
blanket of shadow over the lane, and the shadow and the cadaverous outline of
the now deserted market stalls gave it the appearance of a living lane that had
been turned to frost in the moment between breath and death. The very lamps,
that elsewhere were nimbuses of gold, had here the rigidity of gems. The
journalist, feeling this message of frozen eternity, was telling himself that
he was tired of the whole thing, when in one stroke the frost was broken. In
the moment between one pace and another, silence and darkness were racked by a
high scream and through the scream a voice: 'Help! help! He's
here! '


Before he could
think what movement to make, the lane came to life. As though its invisible
populace had been waiting on that cry, the door of every cottage was flung
open, and from them and from the alleys poured shadowy figures bent in
question-mark form. For a second or so they stood as rigid as the lamps; then a
police whistle gave them direction, and the flock of shadows sloped up the
street. The journalist followed them, and others followed him. From the main
street and from surrounding streets they came, some risen from unfinished
suppers, some disturbed in their ease of slippers and shirtsleeves, some
stumbling on infirm limbs, and some upright and armed with pokers or the tools
of their trade. Here and there above the wavering cloud of heads moved the bold
helmets of policemen. In one dim mass they surged upon a cottage whose doorway
was marked by the sergeant and two constables; and voices of those behind urged
them on with 'Get in! Find him! Run round the back! Over the wall!' And those
in front cried, 'Keep back! Keep back!'


And now the fury of
a mob held in thrall by unknown peril broke loose. He was here— on the spot.
Surely this time he could not escape. All minds were
bent upon the cottage; all energies thrust toward its doors and windows and
roof; all thought was turned upon one unknown man and his extermination. So
that no one man saw any other man. No man saw the narrow, packed lane and the
mass of struggling shadows, and all forgot to look among themselves for the
monster who never lingered upon his victims. All forgot, indeed, that they, by
their mass crusade of vengeance, were affording him the perfect hiding place.
They saw only the house, and they heard only the rending of woodwork and the
smash of glass at back and front, and the police giving orders or crying with
the chase; and they pressed on.


But they found no
murderer. All they found was news of murder and a glimpse of the ambulance, and
for their fury there was no other object than the police themselves, who fought
against this hampering of their work.


The journalist
managed to struggle through to the cottage door, and to get the story from the
constable stationed there. The cottage was the home of a pensioned sailor and
his wife and daughter. They had been at supper, and at first it appeared that
some noxious gas had smitten all three in mid-action. The daughter lay dead on
the hearth rug, with a piece of bread and butter in her hand. The father had
fallen sideways from his chair, leaving on his plate a filled spoon of rice
pudding. The mother lay half under the table, her lap filled with the pieces of
a broken cup and splashes of cocoa. But in three seconds the idea of gas was
dismissed. One glance at their necks showed that this was the Strangler again;
and the police stood and looked at the room and momentarily shared the fatalism
of the public. They were helpless.


This was his fourth
visit, making seven murders in all. He was to do, as you know, one more— and to
do it that night; and then he was to pass into history as the unknown London
horror, and return to the decent life that he had always led, remembering
little of what he had done and worried not at all by the memory. Why did he
stop? Impossible to say. Why did he begin? Impossible again. It just happened
like that; and if he thinks at all of those days and nights, I surmise that he
thinks of them as we think of foolish or dirty little sins that we committed in
childhood. We say that they were not really sins because we were not then
consciously ourselves: we had not come to realization; and we look back at that
foolish little creature that we once were and forgive him because he didn't
know. So, I think, with this man.


There are plenty
like him. Eugene Aram, after the murder of Daniel Clarke, lived a quiet,
contented life for fourteen years, unhaunted by his crime and unshaken in his
self-esteem. Dr Crippen murdered his wife, and then lived pleasantly with his
mistress in the house under whose floor he had buried the wife. Constance Kent,
found Not Guilty of the murder of her young brother, led a peaceful life for
five years before she confessed. George Joseph Smith and William Palmer lived
amiably among their fellows untroubled by fear or by remorse for their
poisonings and drownings. Charles Peace, at the time he made his one
unfortunate essay, had settled down into a respectable citizen with an interest
in antiques. It happened that, after a lapse of time, these men were
discovered; but more murderers than we guess are living decent lives today, and
will die in decency, undiscovered and unsuspected. As this man will.


But he had a narrow
escape, and it was perhaps this narrow escape that brought him to a stop. The
escape was due to an error of judgment on the part of the journalist.


As soon as he had
the full story of the affair, which took some time, he spent fifteen minutes on
the telephone, sending the story through, and at the end of the fifteen
minutes, when the stimulus of the business had left him, he felt physically
tired and mentally disheveled. He was not yet free to go home; the paper would not
go away for another hour; so he turned into a bar for a drink and some
sandwiches.


It was then, when
he had dismissed the whole business from his mind and was looking about the bar
and admiring the landlord's taste in watch chains and his air of domination,
and was thinking that the landlord of a well-conducted tavern had a more
comfortable life than a newspaperman, that his mind received from nowhere a
spark of light. He was not thinking about the Strangling Horrors; his mind was
on his sandwich. As a public-house sandwich, it was a curiosity. The bread had
been thinly cut, it was buttered, and the ham was not two months stale; it was
ham as it should be. His mind turned to the inventor of this refreshment, the
Earl of Sandwich, and then to George the Fourth, and then to the Georges, and
to the legend of that George who was worried to know how the apple got into the
apple dumpling. He wondered whether George would have been equally puzzled to
know how the ham got into the ham sandwich, and how long it would have been
before it occurred to him that the ham could not have got there unless somebody
had put it there. He got up to order another sandwich, and in that moment a
little active corner of his mind settled the affair. If there was ham in his sandwich,
somebody must have put it there. If seven people had been murdered, somebody
must have been there to murder them. There was no aeroplane or automobile that
would go into a man's pocket; therefore, that somebody must have escaped either
by running away or standing still; and again therefore—


He was visualizing
the front-page story that his paper would carry if his theory was correct, and
if— a matter of conjecture— his editor had the necessary nerve to make a bold
stroke, when a cry of 'Time, gentlemen, please! All out!' reminded him of the
hour. He got up and went out into a world of mist, broken by the ragged discs
of roadside puddles and the streaming lightning of motor buses. He was certain
that he had the story, but even if it was proved, he
was doubtful whether the policy of his paper would permit him to print it. It
had one great fault. It was truth, but it was impossible truth. It rocked the
foundations of everything that newspaper readers believed and that newspaper
editors helped them to believe. They might believe that Turkish carpet-sellers
had the gift of making themselves invisible. They would not believe this.


As it happened,
they were not asked to, for the story was never written. As his paper had by
now gone away, and as he was nourished by his refreshment and stimulated by his
theory, he thought he might put in an extra half hour by testing that theory.
So he began to look about for the man he had in mind— a man with white hair and
large white hands; otherwise an everyday figure whom nobody would look twice
at. He wanted to spring his idea on this man without warning, and he was going
to place himself within reach of a man armored in legends of dreadfulness and
grue. This might appear to be an act of supreme courage— that one man, with no
hope of immediate outside support, should place himself at the mercy of one who
was holding a whole parish in terror. But it wasn't. He didn't think about the
risk. He didn't think about his duty to his employers or loyalty to his paper.
He was moved simply by an instinct to follow a story to its end.


He walked slowly
from the tavern and crossed into Fingal Street, making for Deever Market, where
he had hope of finding his man. But his journey was shortened. At the corner of
Lotus Street he saw him— or a man who looked like him. This street was poorly
lit, and he could see little of the man: but he could
see white hands. For some twenty paces he stalked him; then drew level with
him; and at a point where the arch of a railway crossed the street, he saw that
this was his man. He approached him with the current conversational phrase of
the district: 'Well, seen anything of the murderer?' The man stopped to look
sharply at him; then, satisfied that the journalist was not the murderer, said:


'Eh? No, nor's anybody
else, curse it. Doubt if they ever will.'


'I don't know. I've
been thinking about them, and I've got an idea.'


'So?'


'Yes. Came to me
all of a sudden. Quarter of an hour ago. And I'd felt that we'd all been blind.
It's been staring us in the face.'


The man turned
again to look at him, and the look and the movement held suspicion of this man
who seemed to know so much. 'Oh? Has it? Well, if you're so sure, why not give
us the benefit of it?'


'I'm going to.'
They walked level, and were nearly at the end of the little street where it
meets Deever Market when the journalist turned casually to the man. He put a
finger on his arm. 'Yes, it seems to me quite simple now. But there's still one
point I don't understand. One little thing I'd like to clear up. I mean the
motive. Now, as man to man, tell me, Sergeant Ottermole, just why did you kill all those inoffensive people?'


The sergeant
stopped, and the journalist stopped. There was just enough light from the sky,
which held the reflected light of the continent of London, to give him a sight
of the sergeant's face, and the sergeant's face was turned to him with a wide
smile of such urbanity and charm that the journalist's eyes were frozen as they
met it. The smile stayed for some seconds. Then said the sergeant, 'Well, to
tell you the truth, Mister Newspaperman, I don't know. I really don't know. In
fact, I've been worried about it myself. But I've got an idea— just like you.
Everybody knows that we can't control the workings of our minds. Don't they?
Ideas come into our minds without asking. But everybody's supposed to be able
to control his body. Why? Eh? We get our minds from lord-knows-where— from
people who were dead hundreds of years before we were born. Mayn't we get our
bodies in the same way? Our faces— our legs— our heads— they aren't completely
ours. We don't make 'em. They come to us. And couldn't ideas come into our
bodies like ideas come into our minds? Eh? Can't ideas live in nerve and muscle
as well as in brain? Couldn't it be that parts of our bodies aren't really us,
and couldn't ideas come into those parts all of a sudden, like ideas come
into…into'— he shot his arms out, showing the great white-gloved hands and
hairy wrists; shot them out so swiftly to the journalist's throat that his eyes
never saw them—'into my hands!'


____________________
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NO one but an advocate could have fully
appreciated the beauty of Butterfield's letter to his confederate, Kaltenberg,
in the Contractors' National Bank case. It was the prettiest piece of
documentary evidence I had ever seen, and it completed the proof against
Butterfield with the finality of a spring-lock snapping into place. But the
bank had so desire to take the case into court. Its purchase of Butterfield's
worthless Terminal bonds did not redound to the directors' credit; and
therefore the moment the Kaltenberg letter came to light, I was instructed to
use it for the purpose of effecting the quietest possible settlement.


But, though I
understood the wisdom of confronting the man with the proof of his fraud and
giving him a chance to make restitution to the bank, my professional instincts
rebelled against putting such a perfect piece of evidence to such tame uses. It
was so overwhelmingly damning, so irresistibly convincing, so dramatically
climacteric, that I positively grieved at the thought of offering it on the
altar of compromise behind closed doors. My office associates would have
complied with the instructions without a pang, but they were out of town, and
it thus remained for me— the trial lawyer of the firm— to sacrifice an exhibit
that would have carried any jury by storm.


Small wonder
then that I dwelt regretfully on the document, as I sandwiched it between two
sheets of plate glass, as is usual with exhibits of importance. This done, I
despatched a note to Mr. Butterfield, requesting the honor of an immediate
interview.


I did not know
Rodman Butterfield well, but I had met him once in the heyday of his
pros-perity at a dinner where he and his wife were the guests of honor, and
though he impressed me at the time as an offensively aggressive and
over-confident individual, I had no reason to question his integrity. His
manners were not refined, but he had a certain amount of personal magnetism,
and his face was kindly rather than shrewd or intellectual. Physically, he was
a giant. His great breadth of shoulders, his massive body and limbs suggested
an athlete, but an athlete coarsened and gone to seed— the beauty of his brawn
transformed to mere bulk. Doubtless, he had once been hand-some, and his wife
left me in no doubt as to his past athletic prowess, several stories of which
she recounted with evident pride.


Mrs. Butterfield
was the exact opposite of her husband in almost every particular. She was
delicate, refined, and altogether delightful, and her handsome, patrician face,
which was always animated, became positively radiant when her eyes met
Butterfield's. Obviously she thought her husband not only the strongest and
bravest but also the best and most remarkable man in the world, and she showed
this in a hundred charming ways which excited my interest and won respect. Of
course no man could remain oblivious to such adoration, and I was not at all surprised
to observe that Butterfield constantly watched his wife in an effort to live up
to her ideal of him. More than once I fancied that he altered certain of his
stories in the telling to suit her ears, and otherwise played for her approval,
all of which convinced me that he was extremely careful— if not afraid of her.
But I liked him the better for this, and knowing that it is easier for a man to
be a hero to his valet than a wonder to his wife, I regarded Mrs. Butterfield's
unaffected admiration as the stronger of endorsements. I was yet to learn,
however, that a consummate actor was lost to the stage when Mr. Rodman
Butterfield joined the ranks of the promoters.


 


IT WAS almost
two years after this casual meeting that I called at his office on the Terminal
bond business. Except that he was bigger in body and coarser in features he had
not changed much in the interval, and I should have known him anywhere, but the
expression of his face as he glanced up from my card convinced me that I had a
very different person to deal with from the man who played to his wife's piping
over the social board.


"I don't
seem to know you," he began brusquely. "However, sit down and let's
hear your business."


He pointed to an
easy-chair beside the desk as he spoke.


I had nothing to
gain by recalling myself to his memory, so I waived the question of our having
met and introduced myself officially.


"I am the
junior partner of Bishop, Watrous and Weston, Mr. Butterfield." I began.


"Lawyers?"
he interrupted a trifle impatiently.


"Attorneys
for the Contractors' National Bank," I volunteered suggestively.


He frowned as
though trying to place the bank in his memory. Then he nodded.


"You have a
good client. What can I do for it or you?"


The words were
spoken in a patronising tone which I instantly resented.


"You can
repurchase the Terminal bonds at par and interest," I responded sharply.


"You mean
sell them for the bank on the market," he corrected.


"No— I mean
repurchase, Mr. Butterfield; I am here to tender you the so-called securities —
and you know why," I added firmly.


The promoter's
eyes were fixed searchingly on me, but not a muscle of his face moved.


"It is easy
to see you are more accustomed to bullying than you are to banking, Mr.
Weston," he observed, with irritating superiority. ''Kindly inform your
client that its lawyers can do business with mine, but not with me."


He shoved my
card toward me as he spoke. I took it and placed it in the side pocket of my
coat, and as I did so my hand came in contact with a small, nickel-plated
bicycle wrench, which I happened to be carrying. 


"So you
elect to bluff it out," I thought, as I tipped back my chair. "I
wonder how long you'd stand it if I put the screws on?" I slipped my
finger into the jaws of the wrench, and instinctively tightened them by way of
illustration.


"Just as
you please, Mr. Butterfield," I announced aloud. "But remember the
bank has given you a fair chance to make restitution without publicly charging
you with fraud, and—"


"Get out of
this office!"


Butterfield
sprang to his feet with a menacing gesture.


"Get out of
this office!" he repeated. "Do you think you can sit here and
threaten me with blackmail?"


I did not stir
from my seat.


"There's no
use bluffing, Mr. Butterfield," observed with perfect calmness. "Our
cards are too good."


I laid a
typewritten copy of his letter to Kaltenberg on the desk as I woke, at the same
time turning the screw of my pocket wrench.


He picked up the
paper and stared at it with well-feigned astonishment.


"Who wrote
this?" he demanded, after a pause.


The indignant
tone was perfect. Certainly the man had himself under admirable control.


"Who wrote
it?" I repeated. "Who, but Mr. Rodman Butterfield?"


'"What? I?
Oh, somebody has been fooling you, Mr. Weston."


He folded up the
letter and offered it to me as he spoke, at the same time resuming his seat.


I let the paper
lie, and slowly tightened the wrench in my pocket, until my imprisoned finger
felt numb.


"Somebody
has certainly been foxing you," he repeated calmly. "I hope you
didn't have to pay much for that sheet of typewriting."


I shook my head.


"Because,"
he resumed, with an easy laugh, "if you paid anything at all you ought to
have received something in manuscript— something scrawly and shaky and at least
resembling my execrable chirography."


"Oh, we got
that," I answered, in the same light tone, giving a final turn to the
screw of my pocket wrench.


"Really?"
he bantered. "And far nothing? Well, it was worth it"


"It is
worth a look." I asserted, suddenly uncovering the glass enclosed original
from the folds of a newspaper.


His face
betrayed nothing as he stared at the exhibit, and I could not but admire the
man's coolness. At last he lifted it from the desk shelf, and then for the
first time I noted a sign of weakness. His hands trembled slightly. I watched
him closely as he turned the glass and examined the back of the letter, and the
longer he studied it the more his hands shook. I had dealt with all sorts and
conditions of men in the witness-box, and those trembling hands told me all I
wanted to know. The man was hit and hard hit. It only remained for me to name
my terms and close the business. I could afford to let him take his own time,
and I gazed carelessly out of the side window until his voice recalled me.


"That is a
good— a very good forgery."


The glass frame
into which he was still closely peering, reflected his masklike face as he
spoke. Was it possible that the man meditated further pretence, despite the
exhibit wabbling in his tell-tale hands? It was stupid to continue playing
after the game was up, and I began to grow impatient with such futile tactics.


"We may not
be able to convict the writer of that letter of forgery, Mr. Butterfield,"
I responded with proper emphasis, "but there can be no doubt of his
fraud."


An increased
tremor of the shaking hands was his only answer, and I studied him curiously as
he held the exhibit up to the light. There was something pitiful in the picture
he presented, but when I spoke again there was a note of stern warning in my
voice.


"If you've
quite finished with that— forgery, Mr. Butterfield—"


I paused
suggestively and unfolded my newspaper, but before I could touch the exhibit
which he held toward me, it dropped from his hands and was shivered to
splinters on the floor.


"I beg your
pardon! I beg your pardon!" he apologised, hurriedly stooping as he spoke.
I also stooped, and, at the same moment his foot struck the leg of my chair and
I was thrown forward, my hands striking the mass of broken glass on the floor,
and before I knew what was happening he had seized the letter and the copy,
torn them to pieces, and was half-way to the fireplace with the fragments.


For a heart-beat
I was paralysed with amazement. Then, on the impulse of the moment, I leaped to
my feet, tore the monkey-wrench from my pocket, and levelled it at him like a revolver.


"Stop!"
I exclaimed fiercely. "Stop, or you're a dead man!"


He turned as I
spoke, and never have I seen such a change in any human face. In a flash it
became the picture of craven fear— all the bluff and daring completely wiped
out.


"Drop those
papers! Drop them, I say! One— two—!"


There was death
in my voice, for, like other advocates, I am something of an actor myself.


His hand opened
and the minced fragments fluttered to the floor. I took a step forward, and
then stopped. If he knew I was unarmed, I could never recover those papers
without a struggle. I dared not go near him. If he even raised an alarm the
chances were that I should be overpowered and the precious fragments destroyed
long before I could explain. I had to hold him somehow. An open closet door
directly behind him gave me a desperate suggestion.


"Back!"
I commanded menacingly. "Back!" I repeated with a hideous glare.


He obeyed,
slowly retreating without taking his eyes from the muzzle of my weapon, and as
he crossed the threshold of the closet I sprang forward and slammed the door
upon him, locking it as it bit the latch.


"If you
speak or raise an outcry I'll shoot through the door!" I muttered fiercely
in the keyhold, and then dropped to my knees and began a frenzied search for
the scattered bits of paper.


With feverish
anxiety I fitted the pieces together on the rug, welcoming each important
fragment with a childish delight, but even when I saw the letter taking shape
my relief was tempered by a sickening chagrin. I had not only failed in my
mission, but I had almost lost a vital bit of evidence through my bungling
attempts to carry a negotiation with the claptrap methods of the court-room. If
I had not been absorbed in my theatric fooling, I should have suspected the
trick of those trembling hands. The matter ought to have been settled by any competent
attorney inside of five minutes, and yet here I was on my hands and knees,
laboriously picking up what was left of an invaluable document that had been
put to no use at all. What would my partners think when they knew the mess I
had made of such an easy matter? What would our clients say when they were told
that their foolish financiering would have to be aired in court, instead of
being quietly corrected by the simple expedient of exchanging a letter for a
cheque? I flushed with anger and mortification as I realised my plight.


The sound of
knocking interrupted my bitter self-reproaches, and, before I could rise or
gather up the papers on the floor, the office door opened slightly and Mrs.
Butterfield appeared upon the threshold.


"Oh, I beg
your pardon," she exclaimed; "I thought Mr. Butterfield was
alone."


I stared at her
for a moment in silence, and the picture of charming dignity and refinement that
she presented was instantly contrasted in my mind with that of the coward
cringing behind the closet door. My anger against the man turned to contempt,
and I rose to my feet possessed of a new idea.


"Your
husband has just stepped out, Mrs. Butterfield," I observed, raising my
voice for the benefit of my prisoner. "Won't you sit down?"


I placed a chair
as near the closet door as I dared, but Mrs. Butterfield protested that she did
not want to interrupt us and could just as well wait outside.


"Not at all,"
I insisted. "Our business is almost finished, and Mr. Butterfield has not
left the building."


She seated
herself in the chair I indicated, and, as I swept up the fragments of the
letter, by way of introducing myself I mentioned the dinner at which we had previously
met, and the conversation, once started, was easily sustained.


"I see you
are a lover of order, Mr. Weston," she observed pleasantly, as I searched
the floor to make sure of every previous scrap. "Mr. Butterfield's study
at home is a perfect litter of rubbish all the time, and I cannot convince him
that waste-paper baskets were meant for waste paper."


"I'm afraid
I'm much the same," I answered, "and my orderly virtues begin and end
with the recovery of these fragments."


"Pray let
me help you," she suggested, rising as she spoke.


"I think I
have the last bit now," I answered. But the monkey-wrench on the floor had
caught her eye and she stooped and picked it up.


"Is this
yours?" she inquired. "Yes— thank you," I answered. "That's
my bicycle wrench— although it was once mistaken for something else," I
added, with a smile.


"Indeed?
What else could any one think it?" I pointed it by way of answer at the
closet door.


Mrs. Butterfield
laughed and nodded comprehendingly.


"It does
look like a revolver the way you hold it," she admitted.


"Especially
to the person staring down the barrel," I suggested, with a laugh.


"Did any
one ever do so?" she inquired smilingly.


I nodded.


"Oh, do
tell me about it!" she pleaded, seating herself in the chair again.
"It sounds exciting— and funny."


"Yes, it
was funny. In fact, it was ridiculous," I admitted, and leaning against
the edge of the table I began the story of Butterfield's attempt, omitting
names and changing the details sufficiently for my purpose.


It was
interesting to watch the play of Mrs. Butterfield's face as the tale unfolded.
No man could have endured her expression of withering, patrician contempt
without flinching, and I fancied that it might be worse than death to an
ex-hero who had wounded her self-pride. Small wonder that Butterfield was
careful to keep up his wife's illusions. She might be easy to deceive, but it
would be fatal to undeceive her, and I almost prayed that the coward in the
closet might not compel me to destroy the woman's glorious and uplifting belief
in her clay-footed idol.


She laughed as I
described the ignominious retreat into the closet, and I knew that every note
of her voice penetrated the closet door.


"The
ridiculous coward!" she exclaimed. "Was he ever able to face his
fellow-men again?"


"Well, the
story hasn't become public yet," I answered. "Indeed, I'm half
inclined to let the fellow off. Would you?"


"No,
indeed," she replied indignantly. "I might forgive the robbery, but
not his contemptible cowardice. Such men ought to be made the laughing-stock of
their world. Public ridicule is the only proper punishment for them. When is be
to be tried? I'd like to come to court and help to shame him."


I watched the
expression of her face as she spoke, and something told me that Butterfield saw
it in the dark of his hiding-place.


"The trial
would certainly be amusing," I ruminated, sitting down at the desk.
"I'll let you know if we decide to expose him. Will you excuse me a moment
while I write a note?"


She bowed and
mentioning something about a telephone message, stepped toward the door. I held
it open for her as she passed out, closed it behind her, and then walking
quickly to the closet, turned the key and swung open the door.


Butterfield
stumbled forward, blinking in the sudden light, and his face had visibly aged
since I last saw it.


"You have
already examined our Exhibit No. 1, Mr. Butterfield," I began calmly.
"Before we close our interview allow me to show you Exhibit No. 2."


I drew the
monkey-wrench from my pocket and held it toward him on the flat of my hand. He
stood staring at me for a moment and made two or three ineffectual efforts to
speak before he succeeded.


"What is
the amount of your claim?" he muttered thickly, glancing apprehensively at
the door.


I told him as he
hurried to the desk and drew his private cheque-book out of the upper drawer
with trembling fingers.


"Do you
want it certified?" he whispered, as he hastily shoved the cheque into my
hand.


The door opened
before I could answer. But I looked him straight in the eyes as Mrs.
Butterfield entered, her face radiant at sight of him.


"No,"
I answered quietly. "That cheque is guaranteed."


 


 


End


 


_________________


 


Index
to "Past Masters" stories, by author.


Issues
31-55


 


I never envisaged this series of original
anthologies going into so many issues, and the ever-growing index to all issues
was becoming unwieldy.  Accordingly, I have now divided the Index. 
This Index commences with Past Masters 31. 


The Index to
Issues 1 to 30 can be found in Past Masters 30, or as a stand-alone document
uploaded to the Kindle and Epub libraries at MobileRead.


 The
stories are arranged in Alphabetical order of Author's surname, or if the
author's name is consistently a pseudonym, that pseudonym (eg "Owen
Oliver").  They are then in alphabetical order of title, disregarding
"A", "An" and "The". 


____________


 


Cleve F. Adams 


Frame For a Lady
38


 


George Ade 


Loafer's
Lullaby  49 


 


Hervey Allen


Report to Major
Roberts  47


 


Lewis Allen  


Pinched  39


 


Robert L. Ahern


Murder Needs No
Motive  34 


 


Mark Allerton


The Wrong 'Un 44


The Reward 55


 


Frederick Irving Anderson 


The Phantom
Alibi 50


The Van Duersen
Haze 50 


 


Anonymous


Arsenic 55


By the Tie of a
Boot-Lace 52


The Lady
Detective's Story 32 


The 6.15 'Bus 52


Trivial Evidence
52


The Ugly Bronze and the Beautiful
Wife 53


 


F. Anstey


The Talking
Horse  34


 


Alice and Claude Askew 


The Mystery of Chenholt 42


Phyllis in the
Wood  40 


 


Stacy Aumonier


Mrs. Huggins's
Hun  41


The Perfect
Murder  41


 


Lillian Bamburg


The Missing
Pearls  39


 


Robert Barr 


The Doom of
London   39 


 


J. M. Barrie 


The
Inconsiderate Waiter  51


 


Charles Beadle 


The Double Scoop
39


 


Wolcott LeClear Beard 


A Ledge of
Safety 33


 


Frederick R. Bechdolt


The Case of
Mimbres  37


Jimmy Riley's
"Turn"  42


 


Louis Becke


Devil Fish 53 


George, The
Docker 53


 


Randolph Bedford


Filamena's Hula
39


The Man Who Held
the Wires  39


 


H Bedford-Jones


The Affair of
the Shuteye Medium 53 


Apache Gold 31


The Arizona
Callahan  37


The
Blind Farmer and the Strip Dancer 52


Breakfast at the
Savoy 49


The Devil's Fire
31  


The Devil is
Dead 31


The Fog at
Fiddler's Green 31


From the Dark 49


The King's Pipe
34


Lady of the Evil
Eye 31


Sons of Kalewa
31


Stormalong 
48


The Temple of
the Ten 48


Wheels of Doom 52


 


J. J. Bell


Blue Blood, or,
The Pride of Lady Ambrosia 44


The Message on the Sun-Dial 
42


 


Stephen Vincent Benét 


Silver Jemmy 50


 


E F Benson


The Bed By The
Window  48


The Horror Horn 53


 


Ralph Wilhelm Bergengren


Mr Chubb's
Burglar 44


 


J. D. Beresford


The Sceptical
Poltergeist  45


 


Leslie Beresford


Eastern Guile 35


 


John Arthur Berry 


Cleverly Caught 53


 


Algernon Blackwood


The Messenger
Came at Midnight   54


Violence 55


The Willows  54


 


M. McDonnell Bodkin


The Murder on
the Golf Links  41


 


Charles G. Booth


Not According to
Text 44


 


Christopher B. Booth 


The Blue-Black
Feet 52


The Double
Double Cross 52


In His Brother's
Job  40


Jimmy the Lug 42


Mr Clackworthy
and the Auto Rim  40


Mr Clackworthy
Goes to Jail 40


Mr Clackworthy's
Pipe Dream  41


Mr.
Clackworthy's Return  41


Mr. Clackworthy
Revives a Town 47


The Sealed
Envelope 43 


The
Sparrow  40


Tardy, but on
Time (as by John J. Chichester)  41


Twice Drowned 52


 


B. M. Bower


The Ghost of One
Man Coulee 52


 


Jack Boyle


Ann of
Satan-Town  46


 


George Bronson-Howard


The Steerage Passenger
44


 


Miles J. Breuer


Millions for
Defense  47


The Stone
Cat   47 


 


Gelett Burgess


The
Ghost-Extinguisher  54


 


Thomas Burke


The Hands of Mr
Ottermole 55


 


Ellis Parker Butler


An Experiment in
Gyro-Hats  37 


Beating The Law
43


Eliph' Hewlitt
on the Millinery Problem  44


Good Graft 51


Hats and Lilies
37


The Heckby Hill
Murder 38


Mr. Marston's
Chauffeurette  40  


"Pigs is
Pigs" 50


 


Scott Campbell


Rings of Dust 43


 


Hayden Carruth


Active Colorado
Real Estate  46


 


Casper Carson


Wizard or
Crook   48


 


Egerton Castle


The Baron's
Quarry 42


The Closed
Door  35


 


Willa Cather


Double Birthday 53


 


Robert W Chambers


As You Choose 44


 


Anna Alice Chapin


By Way of
Experience 40


 


Peter Cheyney


Black Out   54


Christmas With a
Punch  54


Death Chair 55


The Gold Kimono 54


 


G. K. Chesterton


The White
Pillars Murder 41


 


Richard Washburn Child


The Screen 45


 


C. Langton Clarke 


The Detective
for the Defense 33


 


Sylvanus Cobb Jr


A Footlight
Flash 43


 


Thomas Cobb


Doctor Milner's Story 55


 


Desmond Coke


The Ghost That
Failed  46


 


Richard Connell


The Grim
House  41


 


Dorothea Conyers


Lord Hillayton's
Settlement 35


 


Ted Copp


Blackmail Moll
36


 


Oswald Crawfurd


Our Mr.
Smith  45


 


Nym Crinkle


The End of All 
53


 


James Oliver Curwood


The Civilizing
of Swift Lightning 46


 


Frederic Van Rensselaer Dey 


The Bigelow
Murder Mystery  40 


 


Charles Dickens 


To be Taken with
a Grain of Salt  39


 


Captain Dingle


Homeward Bound
33


Deferred 33


 


Jack Donahue 


The Last Letters
of a Hoofer 49


 


Dick Donovan 


A Dying
Confession 49


A Night of
Horror  49


 


George Allan England


Buzzards   38


Drugged  38



 


George Manville Fenn


Lady Florry's
Gems  34


 


Francis Flagg 


The Blue
Dimension 33


By the Hands of
the Dead 45


The Heads of
Apex 33


The Picture 45


The Smell 45


 


J. S. Fletcher


The Manor House
Mystery  41 


A Stranger in
Arcady 53


 


Elliott Flower 


The Elusive Ten
Dollar Bill 36


A Bundle of
Banknotes  43


 


Hulbert Footner


The Legacy
Hounds 53


 


R. E. Francillon


Touch-And-Go
With a Great Estate 


 


J. M. Fry 


The Ring
 38


 


Jacques Futrelle  


Mr. John Smith
in Paris  47


 


Emile Gaboriau


The Little Old
Man of Batignolles 34


 


Charles Garvice


The Two Uncles
44


 


Arthur Gask


Black Market  54


The Will  54


 


Théophile Gautier 


The Vampire 50


 


Lady Gilbert


Aurora's
Treasure 35 


 


Murray Gilchrist


March Brew 55


 


Guy Gilpatric


An Affair of
Honour  46


The Crafty
Jerko-Slovaks 32


The Ladies of
Catsmeat Yard  37


One Good
Tern  35


The Hunting of
the Haggis 51


Mutiny on the Inchcliffe
Castle  49


The Pearl of
Panama 42


The Rolling
Stone  41 


The Smugglers of San Diego 55


The Toad Men of
Tumbaroo  46


Westward,
How!  46


The Yogi of West Ninth
Street  50


 


Susan Glaspell 


A Jury of Her
Peers 44


 


Evelyn Glover


Blatherwick  52


 


Winifred Graham 


Pan  
39 


 


C. J. Hamilton


The Luck of
Barney Costello 44


 


Arthur P Hankins


Eyes of
Blue   43


 


Arthur Sherburne Hardy


Peter  47


 


Percie W. Hart 


Ye Ghoste of ye
Olde Bowerie Roade 49


 


William Fryer Harvey 


The Beast with
Five Fingers 50


 


Beatrice
Heron-Maxwell


The
Dancer's Mascot  35


 


Lewen
Hewitt


Gold-Bricked
42


 


Robert Hichens


The Nomad 53


 


Frederick Trevor Hill


Exhibit Number
Two 55


 


Headon
Hill


An Inherited
Taint 55


Rogue's
Legacy 32


 


William
Crawford Honeyman


The
Chinese Chessmen  42


 


Seward
W. Hopkins


Dickerson's
Bag of Gold 44


 


J.
L. Hornibrook


Captain
Cronhelm's Blunder 35


 


Oliver
Madox Hueffer


Mistrusted
Sight 41


 


S.
B. H. Hurst


The
Brightest Jewel of Them All  32


 


Washington
Irving


The
Story of a Young Robber 47


 


 Violet Jacob


Secret
Intelligence 55


 


W.
W. Jacobs 


In
Borrowed Plumes 49


 


M. R. James 


Casting the Runes
50


 


Burke
Jenkins


The
Anti-Climax of a Bad Man 44


His
Christmas Orchid 44


Twenty-Four
Hours Start 44


Wimple's
Fog-Piercer 44


 







Jerome K Jerome


The
Dancing Partner 50


The
Ghost of the Marchioness of Appleford 50


The Man
of Science  43


 


E. M. Keate


Horn Spectacles
55


 


Marianne
Kent


A
Black Diamond  35


 


Otis
Adelbert Kline


The
Dragoman's Slave Girl 35


Servant
of Satan  50


 


George
L. Knapp


The
Family Compact  37


 


Thomas
H. Knight 


Old
City of Jade  36


 


Alexander
Kuprin


Menagerie
45


 


Henry
Lawson 


The
Loaded Dog 50


 


Stephen Leacock


Soaked in
Seaweed  51


 


Sheridan Le Fanu


The Dead
Sexton  51


 


Henry
Leverage


The
Petermen of Providence  46


 


Alun
Lewis


Private
Jones 39


 


Sumner
Locke


Ragtime
44


 


William
J Locke 


Ladies
In Lavender 36 


 


Edwin Truett Long


Dogs of Circe 52


 


F.
G. Loring 


The
Tomb of Sarah 50 


 


Marie
Belloc Lowndes


Popeau
Intervenes  41


 


Maarten
Maartens


A
Comedy of Crime 47


 


Ferdinand McMahon 


Shingle Short 52


 


Newton
MacTavish


An
Unposted Letter 47


 


William
J. Makin


The
Jerusalem Express 51


 


Charles
J. Mansford


The
Dervish of the Nile Pyramid 34


The
Great Dial of the Gold-Finders 33


The
Hidden Egyptian Shield  34


The
Lost Fetish of Walai 35


The
Veiled Idol of Kor 32


The
Wizard of Swazi Swamp   37


 


Florence
Marryat


The
Box With the Iron Clamps  46


 


Richard
Marsh


The
Pipe  48


 


Mrs.
L. T. Meade


Beauty
Dear 32


The
Yellow Dragon Vases 32


 


Mrs
L. T. Meade and Dr Clifford Halifax, M.D.


The
Seventh Step  48


The
Strange Case of Captain Gascoigne 31


The
Small House on Steven's Heath 33


"To
Every one His Own Fear"  34


With
the Eternal Fires 32


 


Abraham Merritt


The Drone  52


 


Gustav
Meyrink


Bal
Macabre  45


 


James
M'Govan 


The
Captain's Chronometer 49


 


Richard
Middleton


The
Ghost-Ship  51


 


Alice
Duer Miller


A
Lot of Money  46


 


C
S Montanye 


Nobody's
Business 52


Prey
 40 


The
Strength of the Meek  47 


Trapped
43


 


Jacque
Morgan


The
lnternational Electro-Galvanic  


Undertaking
Corporation  48


 


William
Morris


Lindenborg
Pool  48


 


Arthur
Morrison 


A
Lucifo Match 36


 


William
Chambers Morrow


The
Monster-Maker 42


 


Clarence
Herbert New


The
Attack from Moscow 32


Bill
Garford’s Last Play (Culpeper Zandtt) 36


The
Boss (Culpeper Zandtt)  37


A
Challenge to the Submarine  36


Deep Sea
Detective 52


The
Island of Heaven and Hell 32


The
Man Who Forgot  37


The
Mystery at Mulungban  (Culpeper Zandtt)  37


A
Night in the Kremlin 34


The
Red Raid  51 


The
Secret of Banda Sea 34


 


W Douglas Newton


Crying Baby 54


What a Guest
Desires  54


 


Hume
Nisbet 


The
Demon Spell  51


Romance
of a Balloon 51


The Vampire Maid
53


 


James
Jeffreys O'Brien


Queen
of the Beggars 44


 


Nicholas Olde


The Invisible
Weapon  54


 


Owen
Oliver


The
Cape Conspiracy  35


A
Pretty Woman 31


A
Rapid Conveyance  36


Success
40  


 


E
Phillips Oppenheim


Blackman's
Wood 43


 


Frederick
C. Painton 


Narcotic
Man  36


What!
No Imagination? 38


 


Elia
W Peattie


Seaweed 
51


 


Max
Pemberton


The
Cripple at the Mill  34


Last
Across 39


The
Lepers Guest   37


 


G.
G. Pendarves


The
Black Monk 48


The
Eighth Green Man  35 


 


Hugh
Pendexter


It
Might Have Happened Otherwise  32


Kingbird
33


A
New Keeper of the Wampum  39


The
Raven Mocker 33


Wolf
Medicine 41


 


Ernest
M. Poate


Adjudged
Incompetent  43


Changed Caliber 52


Doctor
Bentiron's Addict Case 40


An
Error in Equation 51


False
Teeth 51


Honest
John's Millions 42


Plain
Soda 40


The
Stolen Story 42


The
Third Pinprick 42


Three
Alike 40


Through
the Looking Glass 40


Vials
of Wrath 40


Well
Done  40


 


K.
& Hesketh Prichard


The
Parole of Gevil-Hay  47


 


Arthur
T. Quiller-Couch 


The
Lady of the Red Admirals 49 


 


Lewis
Ramsden


Désirée
32


 


C.
S. Raymond 


The
Wireless Death 36


 


Robert
Reeves 


Alcoholics 
Calamitous 39


Bail
Bait  39  


Dance
Macabre 39


 


Morley
Roberts


Grear's Dam 53


The
Hut by the Lachlan 44


 


Morgan
Robertson 


The
Subconscious Finnegan 36 


 


Arthur
Somers Roche 


The
Dayless Diamonds 32


A
Flutter in Finance 32 


After
the Fact 46


"Illimore!"
31


Lady
Dick 46


The
Premiere Danseuse 32


Riches
Can Take Wings  46


Road
House 46


The
Robbery at the Café Ravasan 31


The
Victim of Amnesia 31


 


William
Merriam Rouse 


The
Nitwit 36


 


Victor
Rowan 


Four
Wooden Stakes  38


 


Leroy
Scott


The
Langdon Mystery  44


 


Mary
Sharon


The
Cat of Chiltern Castle  43


 


George
Bernard Shaw


The
Miraculous Revenge  43


 


Perley
Poore Sheehan 


Dead
Men Talk  38


 


Helen
Simpson


A
Posteriori   41


 


George R. Sims


The
Mystery of a Midsummer Night  42


 


Eleanor Smith


Satan’s Circus 52


 


H. de Vere Stacpoole


The Girl at the
Gate  54


Kitiwik   55


 


Olaf
Stapledon


A
World of Sound 51


 


Christopher St.
John Sprigg


Death at 8.30  42


Four Friends and Death 53


 


F
St Mars


The
Green Devil 43


 


Bram
Stoker



The
Judge's House 50 


 


Annie
S. Swan


The
Diplomat  38


 


Booth
Tarkington 


The
Old Red Barn   49


 


Emile C Tepperman


The Case of the
Talking Dead 54


 


William
Alexander Taylor


Intermere
33


 


Guy
Thorne


Sir
Patrick Armagh's Knife  39


 


E
Charles Vivian


The
House Among the Pines 44


Locked
In 44


 


Hugh
Walpole


The
Twisted Inn 42


 


Harold
Ward 


The
House in the Forest 49


House
of the Living Dead 49


 


Florence
Warden


Grimgriffenhoof 
39


 


Cy
Warman


"Sycamore":
A Ghost Story 44


 


F
A M Webster


According
to Law  49


The
Double Problem  49


Floating Bones 53


The
Owl 45


Towards
Morning 33


Very Still
Waters 53


 


Carolyn
Wells 


The
Mystery of the Jade Buddha 40 


A
Point of Testimony 43


The
Stolen Gems 43


 


H.
G. Wells


The
Hammerpond Park Burglary  47


 


Albert
Richard Wetjen


The Best Bet 53


Captain
Cut-Throat 51 


The
Madness of Captain Jonas 44


 


Ethel Lina White


The
Scarecrow  42


 


Henry
S. Whitehead 


Black
Terror 45


Cassius
46


The Door 53


The
Fireplace 45


Jumbee
37


The
Left Eye 45


Mrs.
Lorriquer 45


The Moon-Dial 52


The
Napier Limousine 45


The
Projection of Armand Dubois 45


The
Trap 45


The
Tree-Man 45


 


Raoul
Whitfield


The
Black Sampan  50


The
Caleso Murders 32


China
Man 46 


Climbing
Death  51  


Diamonds
of Dread  38


Inside
Job 36


The
Javanese Mask 42


The Magician
Murder  55


Rivals
of the Clouds 31


Shooting
Gallery  41 


The
Siamese Cat 49


Silence
House 36


Sinners'
Paradise 33


 


David Winser


The Boat Race
Murder 54


 


Valentine
Williams 


The
Briar 50


 


H.
C. Witwer


The
Barber of Seville, Ill.   46


Not
So Big  47


William
Tells  47


 


Leonora Wodehouse 


Inquest 
42


 


William
Alron Wolff


Bait,
Hook and Sinker  34


 


May
Wynne


The
Tiara  44


 


Arthur
Leo Zagat


Girl
of the Goat-God  43


Her Demon Lover 52


 


___________


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





cover.jpeg
PAST MASTERS
FIFTY-FIVE

H de Vere Stacpoole
Peter Cheyney
Thomas Burke

Headon Hill
Raoul Whitfield
Mark Allerton
Guy Gilpatric
Algernon Blackwood

and more






cover.jpg
PAST MASTERS
FIFTY-FIVE

H de Vere Stacpoole
Peter Cheyney
Thomas Burke

Headon Hill
Raoul Whitfield
Mark Allerton
Guy Gilpatric
Algernon Blackwood

and more






