Margaret woke that morning with a fixed determination. She had fenced with the detective and once or twice had been badly pinked. He was too shrewd a man, too wise in the artless guile which passes in criminal circles for clever evasion, to be deceived by her. Her hypothetical case he demolished, and revealed with alarming clearness the figure and deeds of Luke. He did not say as much; he did not even connect the missing banker with the Taffanny robbery. All that he knew was that Luke Maddison had made a fool of himself, that somebody had got hold of the fact and was trying to blackmail his wife; but what shape that folly took, he regarded as being indelicate to enquire.
In sheer desperation, when she found herself cornered, and the facts which she was trying to conceal coming to light, Margaret had been forced to accept the suggestion of a woman, though she loathed herself for her new disloyalty. She spoke vaguely of an earlier attachment, but, since she was a bad liar, she carried no conviction. The very fact that she was not speaking the truth in reality saved her from closer questioning. The Sparrow jumped to a conclusion which was wrong.
"The only thing I can tell you, Mrs Maddison, is that, whatever happens, you're not to pay anybody anything. If it's Danty or Connor, or whoever it is putting the black on you, you've only to ring me up to stop 'em!" He left with the definite assurance that she would take this step.
She had to force herself to go to bed that night, and will herself to sleep. She had a heavy day ahead of her and no plans definitely fixed. The Gunner had told her nothing except that he was in touch with Luke. Had he told her that he was trying to get him out of England? If he hadn't, she had in some occult way received that impression.
Luke would make for Ronda, whither his cheque-book had been sent. She must follow him—accompany him if possible. She went early to the bank and saw Steele.
He was—for Steele—in an optimistic frame of mind. Two or three undertakings in which the bank was interested had become flourishing. "One I had written down as a bad debt, and it looks like bringing in eighteen thousand a year," he almost chortled the news. "I wish you'd let Mr Maddison know that: he'll be delighted. I'd have sent him a wire to Spain, only I don't know his address." And then, realizing that her appearance at this hour was unusual: "Is there anything you want, Mrs Maddison?"
"I want to see my husband's private account. You had it transferred to the bank."
He took her into his private room, brought the pass-book to her, and she ran her finger down the column. The last cheque drawn was a few days before his wedding. Since then, Steele told her, no cheque had come in. "I've been expecting some in. Mr Maddison is rather extravagant at times, and I'm surprised that he hasn't cashed a cheque—although of course he's got his Spanish account—but I should have thought he would wish to replenish that."
"That is what I've come to see you about, Mr Steele," she said. "I want you not to honour any cheque drawn by my husband for any amount over a thousand pounds." Steele stared at her over his glasses.
This was the resolution she had reached as she lay in bed on the previous night. She had gone over every possibility step by step, had seen the likelihood of the blackmailers transferring their attention from her to Luke. At present Luke was safe, under the protection of the Gunner; but something might happen to remove him from this watchful, hawk-faced man. Somehow, for a reason which she could not understand, she trusted the Gunner implicitly, was sure that, whatever his record might be, he would do no harm to Luke.
"That's an extraordinary request you're making, Mrs Maddison," said Steele, troubled. "It's quite likely that Mr Maddison may want to make a big purchase—the last time he was in Spain he bought some property in Seville that showed a profit of fifty per cent the first year."
She nodded. "I realize that, but I still make this request—in his name."
"Very good, Mrs Maddison." Steele scribbled some instructions on a slip of paper and pinned it to the ledger he had bought in. "I don't know what's in your mind, but I understood that you had transferred everything back to Mr Maddison—"
"It isn't that," she explained hastily. "It's the possibility of—" But here she was at a loss; she could not offer any explanation which an intelligent man would accept, unless the whole story were revealed.
Her car was parked in Waterloo Place, and she was waiting whilst the commissionaire brought it, when, turning her head, she saw a man standing at the corner, and something about his attitude was familiar. He was still there when the commissionaire returned with the car, and she had to pass the loiterer. It was then that she saw his face and tapped at the window. He saw her too, and for once Gunner Haynes' sang-froid deserted him and he looked uncomfortable. The car pulled up with a jerk; she beckoned the man toward her and he came reluctantly. "Will you drive with me, please?" she asked, a little breathlessly. "There are one or two questions I want to settle."
He hesitated. "It won't do you very much good, Mrs Maddison, to be seen driving with me."
"Come in, please," she ordered imperiously, and he stepped in and sat down by her side.
Through the microphone she gave an order to the driver.
"I want to see my husband," she said, when this was done.
The Gunner shook his head. "I don't think that's going to be very useful to you. Too many people have seen him already."
"What do you mean?" she demanded, and she saw Haynes' face harden.
"I tried to get him away this morning by the early mail. Two of Connor's men were there to head him off; I don't know how they did it, but they'd persuaded a couple of dicks—detectives—to watch the barriers, and I didn't dare chance it. I tried again at eleven o'clock and I didn't have any better luck. Of course, Connor guessed, when I took the passport, what I was going to do."
"When you took the passport?" she said in surprise. "When did you take the passport?"
The Gunner deftly slid round the question. "Your husband's getting a bit on my mind and is interfering with my unlawful occasions." There was a faint smile in his eyes as he said this.
"Were you waiting at the bank to see me?" He smiled again.
"As a matter of fact, Mrs Maddison, I didn't even know you were there, and didn't realize it was the bank. The truth is"—he seemed more uncomfortable still—"there's a young lady who comes to this part of the world, and I occasionally take tea with her. I think she's more interested in me as a criminal and a source of copy than in anything else." He smiled wryly. "But I'm very grateful to have the opportunity of meeting a decent girl. She's a newspaper woman, as they call 'em in America, and she covers some of these West End functions."
Margaret laughed softly. It was the first time she had laughed for a very long while. "Poor Mr Haynes! I'm terribly sorry if I've robbed you of a tete-a-tete."
He shook his head. "No, there was no possibility of her coming—It's too late. And of course, there's always the chance that that obese Sparrow might be with her."
He started. "Did you know?" he gasped, and then: "Oh, of course, she has met you. She told me once. No, there's no romance in it, Mrs Maddison, just a congenial"—he shrugged—"friendship. I am thankful for small mercies."
"Are you married?" she asked.
"I was," was the short reply, and she did not feel encouraged to pursue her enquiries.
He looked at her oddly. "Does it strike you as a possibility that he might not want to see you?" he asked bluntly, and saw the red come into her cheeks.
"I—I have blinded myself wilfully to that possibility," she said.
"But he is in trouble, and a wife's place is by her husband's side," he mocked, and for a moment she hated him. Then her sense of humour overcame her annoyance.
"Yes, we'll put it like that. It sounds terribly trite, but most trite things are true."
The Gunner was silent for a long time, but presently he sighed. "I've got an idea that whatever I'm doing is quite wrong, and that I ought to let you help him. Mrs Maddison, It's going to be a very difficult thing to get this husband of yours away out of England. You're going to say 'aeroplane'—I can see it in your eyes—but you can bet that Connor has got his people at Croydon, too. The only thing to do is to smuggle him away in a motor-car to a seaside place, hire a yacht and push him across the Channel. It's not going to be easy, especially as he's not terribly keen on your giving him any help at all."
She pondered this as the car went slowly round the park. "I'll take the risk of a snub," she said, "if you'll take the risk of offending him. Will you let me see him?"
Haynes nodded. "Yes, but you're not going to take this expensive car, Mrs Maddison—into my neighbourhood, I mean. We'll stop the car at Hyde Park Corner and get a taxi." This they did. "The only thing that's troubling me," he said, as they were driving along Piccadilly, "is whether Connor has tailed me to my home. 'Tail' is slang for 'trail'."
"They know many places I live," explained the Gunner whimsically, "but this is one they don't know, or didn't until this morning." They paid off the cab two hundred yards from the model dwelling where Haynes had his home, and at that hour fortunately there were few people about, and certainly none who seemed to evince the slightest curiosity in the presence of this well-dressed woman. They had to pass through a little gateway to reach the asphalt square that formed the quadrangle of the huge block, and she saw the Gunner look back, and there was trouble in his face.
"They've tailed me all right," he said grimly. "Did you see that motor-van on the street outside? The man at the wheel was one of Connor's little friends. You won't see him now—he's gone. Connor uses motor-vans a lot." As he was mounting the few steps which led to the landing from which his flat opened, a slatternly woman came out of a door opposite.
"I suppose it's all right taking your wardrobe away, Mr What's-your-name?" she said.
The Gunner spun round. "Took my wardrobe? What do you mean?"
"The men from the furniture place came about an hour ago—two chaps in green aprons. They had the key, so I thought it was all right."
The Gunner asked no further questions: he opened the door and ran into the passage. The door of Luke's room was open. He looked at the disorder, saw the bloodstained sheets, and turned to meet the white face of Margaret Maddison. "I'm afraid your husband's gone," he said, in such a matter-of-fact tone that she was deceived.
He closed the door behind him and led her into the little sitting-room. "He won't be back till late, so I don't think it's worth while your staying."
"How do you know?" she asked. "Why were you so worried when they talked about the wardrobe being taken away?"
"An old wardrobe that I sold," said the Gunner. "It's not worth while keeping stuff that isn't much use to you." He chatted with her pleasantly before he took her away, and, finding another cab, sent her home. She could not guess that he knew in his heart that the wardrobe had contained the body of Luke Maddison. Whether he was alive or dead he must find out. After he had left the girl Gunner Haynes went back to his room, rolled up the carpet, took up a floor-board, and, groping, found a box containing two small automatics. One of these he slipped in a specially constructed inside pocket of his coat; the other went into a small holster which buckled to his braces.
"I think there is going to be some trouble tonight," said Gunner Haynes, addressing nobody in particular.
CHAPTER XXX
Luke Maddison had only the most confused memory of what followed his incautious opening of the door. He had been sitting reading when he heard a knock, and saw nothing suspicious in the appearance of two men in green baize aprons and shirt-sleeves.
"Is this Mr Haynes' flat?" asked one. "We've come to take the wardrobe away."
"You'd better return when Mr Haynes is here," said Luke, thinking naturally that the Gunner had given instructions for the removal of a piece of furniture.
"If we can't take it away we'd like to measure it," said the man, who carried a notebook ostentatiously in his hand.
Luke Maddison hesitated. He knew nothing about wardrobes, or indeed of any of the domestic arrangements of the flat. But there could be no harm in acceding to this request. He turned his back upon the men for a second, and after that he remembered nothing distinctly.
His first conscious impression was of having his face roughly cleaned by a cold, wet sponge. There was a rank smell of tar in the air, and the room in which he was sitting seemed to be in motion. He thought at first that this was one of the many illusions he was experiencing, but when his eyes wandered round the apartment and saw the heavily timbered ribs of the room, the low wooden ceiling and the black, tar-painted floor, he realized that he was not dreaming.
"Am I on a ship?" he asked huskily, and heard a laugh.
He recognized the man who had the sponge in his hand as the artist who had once before wielded a cosh.
"Was it you…in the baize apron? I didn't recognize you."
"It wasn't me this time, guv'nor," said the man, who seemed chronically hoarse. "I wouldn't have drawn blood—you ain't hurt. Drink this."
Luke drank the weak brandy and water that was offered to him, but would have preferred plain water.
"You're a regular nuisance to us, you are, guv'nor," said the man, dropping the sponge into a pail of water and wiping his hands on a grimy-looking handkerchief. "Now you take my advice and keep quiet. There's a proper bed for you here, and you'll find a pail of water in the stern. Nobody's going to hurt you if you behave yourself."
"Am I on a ship?" asked Luke again.
"Barge," was the reply. "There's nothing to be afraid of. The Gunner's looking for you, but he won't find you." He turned to his silent companion, and only then was Luke aware that there was a second man in the cabin, if such a foul place could be dignified by such a name.
"We oughtn't to have laid him on the bed. That was the give-away, Harry," he said. "It was my fault, but we had to put him somewhere. You're stronger than I thought, Maddison."
Luke chuckled feebly. "I don't remember that I put up a fight, Did I?"
"Put up a fight?" said the other. "I should say you did! It was when we got you in the bedroom that you started scrapping. Don't you remember?" Luke remembered nothing. "The guv'nor's coming aboard in a minute—we're moored very near the wharf. If you're a sensible man, Mr Maddison, you'll do what he asks. There'll be no funny business, now we know who you are." He looked curiously at Luke. "A pal of Lewing's, wasn't you? That's a funny game, mixing with a crowd like that. I'm surprised that a gentleman like you should have got yourself into that kind of trouble." Luke did not reply. The two men went soon after, leaving the smoky lamp to illuminate the gloom.
A short flight of steps led to a heavy hatchway, which was closed. There was a kind of washing-place in the stern of the craft. There was no porthole through which he could see daylight, and a system of ventilation did not exist, Such air as came was admitted through three circular holes cut in the hatchway, and he suspected that over this was a canvas cover, for he could see no light.
Everything of value had been taken from him. His clothes were soiled with blood—he found his sodden collar in a corner of the cabin; and his head ached all the time. Nevertheless, he was beginning to feel hungry when the hatchway was pulled back and the legs of a man appeared on the first step of the ladder.
He discovered now why he had seen no light: there was evidently a small deckhouse above the hatchway, and he caught a glimpse of this as his visitor was descending. It was Connor, who greeted him with the air of a friend who had been badly treated.
"You've given us a lot of trouble, Mr Maddison," he said, unconscious of repeating the words of his lieutenant; "and when people give me trouble they have to pay for it. I've come to have a little talk with you. You want to get away to the Continent, don't you?" Luke did not answer. "Don't be obstinate," begged Connor, with a friendly grin. "I'm trying to help you. I've fixed up with a boat—the skipper's a friend of mine—to take you to Rotterdam in the morning." He took something out of his pocket which Luke recognized.
"Here's your passport—my boys found that when they were rummaging round at the Gunner's house. You take it from me, Mr Maddison, I am the best friend you ever had."
Luke smiled wryly. "I gather that this is the trouble I'm going to pay for, isn't it?" he asked.
"Spoken like a sensible man." said Connor. "Yes, It's going to cost you a bit, but you can afford it." From his inside pocket he brought out a long envelope, and from this extracted three blank cheques.
"I want you to make these out yourself: one for two, one for three, and one for five thousand. It'll look better that way, and look much better if the cheques are in your handwriting."
"May I see them?"
The man passed the cheques to him and Luke chuckled again. "My poor conspirator!" he said mockingly. "I haven't more than a hundred pounds in that account—or any other."
Connor's eyes narrowed. "Are you pulling one on me?" he asked.
"I'm telling you the truth," said Luke, 'though I can quite understand it sounds so strange to you that it seems a lie. This is on my private account, which is down to nothing—one of the last things I did before I—before I went away, was to transfer most of the money I had in this account to my own bank."
"But you always used the Northern and Southern?" insisted Connor.
He was obviously perturbed by the discovery, as well he might be, for he had spent the afternoon searching London for the right 'kites'. There is quite a brisk trade in blank cheque forms, and certain sources from which they can be obtained.
It had taken him some time to track Luke's bank, a longer time to get the necessary forms, and his discomfiture was pardonable.
"Anyway, I've got no money," said Luke, "so your labours are all wasted."
"Yes, you have," interrupted Connor. "Your missus transferred all your money back to you after you'd left."
This was news to Luke, but obviously the man was not talking at random. "Who told you this?"
"A pal of yours," said the other coolly.
"Danton Morell?"
Connor nodded.
"It would not have gone back to this account, anyway," said Luke after a moment's thought: "it would be in my own bank." Connor understood humanity sufficiently well to realize that his prisoner was speaking the truth.
"But you'll sign the cheques when I get them, won't you, Mr Maddison?"
Luke shook his head.
"I'm not going to threaten you: I want this thing done in a gentlemanly way," said Connor earnestly. "You're a rich man, and a few hundreds more or less isn't going to hurt you. Somebody's got to get you out of the country, and the Gunner can't. If you trust me, I'll see you right, and I'll never come to you for another penny—you know that I can't put the black on you once you get away from England: that's why I'm asking big money now. You're a business man, Mr Maddison, and you've got enough sense to see that if I 'blacked' you after this I should be cutting my own throat. I've had a cabin made up for you forrard, and I'll take your word that you won't try to escape—and I don't see why you should either, with the police looking for you. Is it a deal?"
"You'll get not a bean out of me," said Luke defiantly.
Connor looked at him long and thoughtfully. "All right," he said; "you can stay here and starve till you change your mind." For a second Luke was tempted to rush at him as he ascended the steps. A low tackle would bring him down; but Luke was still very weak: he sat passively till the hatch was pulled tight. It was dark on deck—but not too dark for Mr Connor, as he dropped to the little row-boat which was alongside the barge.
He did not go to his wharf, but made for some narrow steps opposite to where the barge was moored, and, making his way to the City, he hailed a taxi and was driven to Half Moon Street.
Danty was just going out when his visitor arrived, and Mr Danton Morell was not in a good mood.
"What was the idea of sending me that address?" he said. "I went down there this afternoon, and nearly ran into Gunner Haynes."
"Then why the hell did you go?" demanded Connor.
"To see Maddison. I could have persuaded him to part. Maddison isn't there. A woman in the buildings told me that the Gunner had locked up his flat and gone away. Where is Maddison?"
Connor lit a cigar before he replied. "I've got him—I think I was in a quarter here, wasn't I, Danty? Well, I'm in three-quarters now, and I'm being generous. You've had your chance and you've missed it. What is he worth?"
Danty stifled his rising anger which was provoked by the tone of the man. There was no sense in getting on the wrong side of Connor, and the question of distribution might very well wait over for another and more propitious moment. "Half a million, I should think. Where is he?"
"Half a million, eh?" Connor ignored the question. "Would he stand a hundred thousand?"
The other man thought a moment. "Yes, he'd stand a hundred thousand if he could get it," he said.
"He said he hadn't got a bean."
"He's got money all right," said Danty savagely. "It's all in his own bank."
Connor pondered this for a long time. "That'll mean ten kites. Can you get them?"
Danty frowned. "What do you want cheques for?"
Connor closed his eyes wearily. "You've been so long out of the con game that you've forgotten your business," he said offensively. "I want the cheques for him to sign, that's all. Can you get them?"
Danty thought for a moment. "I've got a cheque-book on that bank," he said. "I had a small account there. But they won't be any good: they'll be able to trace the cheques to me. But I can get them." He went to the telephone and called Margaret's number. The servant who replied told him that she was out, which was just the news he wanted.
"When will she be back? It is Mr Morell speaking." He half expected a message to the effect that Mrs Maddison would not be in to him at any time.
"Not till after lunch, sir."
Danty hung up the 'phone. "Wait here." he said. "I think I know where I can get all the kites you want." He knew a great deal about Margaret and her domestic habits—he had been deeper in her confidence than any other man. The butler was surprised to see him, but took him up to Margaret's sitting-room without hesitation.
"I didn't make myself clear, sir. Madam will not be back for another hour." Danty smiled.
"I think you will find she returns a little sooner than that." he said, almost gaily, "Anyway, I'll wait for her." The door had hardly closed upon the servant before he was at Margaret's desk.
It was unlocked, and in one of the side drawers he knew she invariably kept two cheque-books. They were there, as he had expected: one half empty, one unused.
From the end of the latter he tore a dozen cheques, slipped them in his pocket and closed the desk, before he rang the bell.
"I don't think I will wait: I'll call back in an hour. My business isn't so pressing, and I've just thought of some call I had to make." Within half an hour of leaving he was back with Connor and laid the cheques before him. Mr Connor asked no questions, nor was there any necessity.
"You're going to make him sign these? Shall I come along with you?"
Connor grinned. "I don't think that's a clever idea." he said. "You'll get your corner, Danty."
He could not approach the barge in broad daylight, for he knew that he was under police observation. As soon as it was dark he slipped down the stream and clambered aboard the craft, carrying with him a basket of food and a vacuum flask full of hot tea. The light which he had left had burnt itself out. Luke was half sleeping on the bed that had been prepared for him, but the rush of cold, fresh air awakened him.
Connor switched on an electric lamp he was carrying, and put it on the floor, with one or two refills. "Here's your food," he said, "I'm sorry to have kept you so long, but I hope you've got more intelligence now than you had when I left you. And here are the kites: I'd like you to fill them in in your own hand." Luke reached for the food and ate it ravenously. He was feeling hungry, and his vitality was at its lowest ebb. The hot tea probably revived him more than the food, and he was almost cheerful when he swept the last crumbs from his knees.
"Now, what are your kites?" he said. "Oh, cheques! You want me to fill them up and sign them—for what fabulous amount? You can make it a million if you like, but I can assure you that they will not be honoured. I think I told you before that all my money is in my wife's name."
"In that case we'll have a little joke," said Connor, not taking his eyes from his prisoner. "You'll make each of these cheques out for ten thousand, and date 'em a week apart. If you want to stay longer than ten weeks you can date 'em a month apart; or, if you'd like to get away in a few days, you can sign one cheque for a hundred thousand pounds and you can write a letter to your bank manager telling him the kite's got to be honoured."
Before he had finished, Luke was laughing. "I've got a very keen sense of humour," he said, "but it doesn't strike me as being a joke for a banker to draw cheques on a debit account."
Connor pulled up a stool and sat down. "Let's have this thing right," he said. "You know me, you know my name; I've put myself in for a ten years' sentence, probably longer. I'd as soon hang as spend my life in Broadmoor, and that's just the risk I'm taking, Mr Maddison. I'll plug you and drop you over the side, or you'll do as I ask. You're a sensible man and I'm putting the case to you. I can't let you go without the money." He drew the stool a little closer. "I've been battling for years at this river work and gang work, and what do you think I've got to show for it? The lease of an old wharf that's not worth a monkey; about a couple of thousand planted away in country banks, and the certainty that sooner or later one of my rats will squeak on me. I've got a chance now of getting away with big money—you've got a chance of clearing yourself. I'll make a signed statement, giving the facts about the Taffanny smash—is it a bet?"
It was not the moment for heroics. Luke realized this very definitely. He had no doubt in his mind that, in the last extremity, Connor would keep his word, and there would be the end of all things. It was not a moment to snap fingers in the face of fate. Connor had put the situation on a business basis, and this was not the time to consider the niceties of business etiquette. If he drew a cheque and it were presented, he had no doubt in his mind that the cheque would not be met; enquiries would be set afoot, and possibly he would be traced.
"I think it is foolish to attempt to put in a cheque for ten thousand," he said. "The amount is so big that, even if I had the money, Steele would be suspicious. I'm willing to make a compromise: I'll give you a cheque for five thousand pounds. If that is honoured—which it will not be—your luck is in, and you had better clear before there are enquiries. Obviously no bank manager in his senses would payout a hundred thousand pounds without communicating with the man who drew the cheques."
He saw Connor smile. "That's the stuff I like to hear," said the man. "That's intelligent. Where are you supposed to be—in Spain, aren't you?"
Luke frowned. "I suppose I am. Why?"
"We'll draw this five thousand, and then you and me will go to Spain together. I'll get you away tonight."
The scheme did not even seem feasible to Luke, but he made no comment. He wrote and signed the cheque and handed it to the other. "And now," said Luke, "I'd like a little fresh air. This place is stifling me."
Connor hesitated. "Come up on deck, but if there's any monkey business I may have to do something I shall be sorry for." A few seconds later Luke sat on the edge of the hatchway, sucking in the cool, sweet air. The hatch was on the well of the barge, and this was covered with tarpaulin. He could see this by the light of a flashing electric sign erected on one of the towers that fringed the river. Opposite was a line of lights which stood for the Thames Embankment. A fussy little tug was moving slowly against the tide upstream; he heard the hoot and shriek of a train as it passed across one of the bridges. The lights of the West End painted the low-lying clouds a dull orange. The tide was on the turn; he heard the lap of it against the flat bow of the barge.
For ten minutes he sat in silence, then rose on to the deck and stretched his cramped limbs.
"If I promised not to leave the barge, or attempt to attract attention, would you leave the hatch open, Mr Connor?"
Connor's laugh was his answer. "Don't be silly! That word of honour stuff doesn't mean anything to me."
"I'm glad," said Luke. "If you had accepted my word it might have been very embarrassing." As he spoke, his hand shot out, and Connor went sprawling on to the hatch.
Before he could recover, Luke had reached the edge of the barge, and, without a glance, had plunged in and was striking out for mid-stream.
He heard no sound but the patter of footsteps on the hollow hatches, and then a voice giving urgent instructions. Connor must have a row-boat moored alongside, he decided. The tide had already swept him clear of the barge; it was running strongly, and there was nothing nearer to him than a line of moored lighters in the centre of the river. To make for these, however, would be to invite discovery. He struck back towards the shore.
As he did so, he saw a shape come round the bow of the barge. Connor had come in a motor-launch. It moved too quickly to be anything else. There was only one thing to do. He drew a lungful of air and dived towards the launch, swimming hard against the tide. He seemed to be under the water for an eternity; his lungs and head were bursting when he came to the surface, coming up just under the stern of the launch, so close that the whirling little propeller seemed to touch his hair.
Neither of the two men in the launch had seen him. He just caught the silhouette of their heads and shoulders peering over the side, and then he sank again.
He was lamentably weak; his effort could not be long sustained. He had to come again to the surface, and was relieved to see no sign of the launch. As he trod water he saw it, making for the lighters in mid-stream. He was now twenty yards from a barge moored to a wharf, and, striking out, he caught the mooring chain and recovered his breath before he attempted to reach land.
He was too weak to climb up to the barge; the only thing he could do was to complete his journey to the shore, and with infinite labour he succeeded at last, wading through mud up to his knees until he came to the blank face of a warehouse.
There seemed no escape here. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw the launch returning. Somebody was fanning the water with an electric torch, and escape seemed impossible.
It was at that moment he heard a hoarse voice hail him from the barge.
"Give us your hand." He reached up and found it gripped. "Catch hold of the top of the pile," whispered the voice cheerfully, and, groping upward, Luke found a hold, and, with a superhuman effort and the assistance of his unknown friend, dragged himself up on to a narrow strip of wharfage running before the warehouse and scarcely wide enough for two people to walk abreast.
"They didn't see you, did they?" whispered the unknown, and, before Luke could reply: "Push round to the left. Follow me—there's a watchman here; he's asleep, but don't make a row!" Luke Maddison found himself picking a way across a yard littered with paving stones and granite setts. He saw a long shed and the projecting shafts of vans. Somewhere near at hand were horses, for he heard one kicking in his stall.
He followed stealthily, past a little lighted hut, wherein the night watchman (as he hoped) was sleeping. After a while they came to a heavy black gate; the wicket door was unfastened, and through this they slipped, Luke's rescuer closing the door softly behind him—apparently he had a key.
"I saw 'em looking for you, but I thought they was out for Connor's lot." He swore most foully for a few seconds. "These river busies are worse than the land busies." By the light of a street lamp Luke took stock of his companion: a sharp, lantern-jawed man of thirty, with a Jewish nose and furtive eyes that never kept still. "You're wet, ain' t you? Come into Connor's yard: he'll give you a change."
"No thank you," said Luke hastily. "I don't want anything to do with Connor."
"You don't want anything to do with Connor, eh? Well, you're wise. Got any money?"
Luke felt in his pockets. "No," he said.
The man uttered a grunt of disgust. "I thought at least I'd get a quid out of it. Where do you live?"
"I don't know where the devil I do live," said Luke irritably, and he heard the thin, whistling laugh of his companion.
"You're a swell—I thought you was when I first heard you speak. Ever busted a safe? There's one in that warehouse and nothing else. They told me there was a lot of stuff there. I've been three days getting in and out. The only way you can do it is to go through the stone yard. But I'll bet there's some stuff in the safe. Have you ever busted one?"
"Never," said Luke, and added: "It's one of the few things I haven't done."
"What were the busies after you for? Was you doing the lighter?" The man was under the impression that Luke was a fugitive from the river police, and he did not undeceive him. "It's a pretty hard life," said the other agreeably.
They were reaching now a more populous centre, and the little man, who said his name was Curly, stopped.
"You can't go into the street like this: they'd pinch you in a minute. You'd better come home with me. But I can't afford to keep you." Luke was led through divers byways to the meanest street he had ever struck.
Although the hour was late, children were playing and screaming, women stood at the doors gossiping. Nobody took any notice of Luke and his companion, and presently they passed through a door, which Curly unlocked, along an evil-smelling passage and up an uncarpeted flight of stairs.
"Go in there and get your wet clothes off." Curly opened a door, and, striking a match, lit a candle.
The windows were heavily screened with an old piece of horse-blanket, and the furniture of the room consisted of a bed with horrible-looking bedding, and precious little else.
Curly said he was going to see the landlord. He was gone some time, and when he returned Luke had overcome his repugnance to the soiled linen, and, having stripped and dried himself as well as he could on the one grimy towel that the room possessed, had crawled into the bed.
Curly threw down on a chair a pair of trousers and an old shirt, which had the advantage of being clean.
"That's all can get for you," he said, and picked up Luke's sodden suit, eyeing it with approval. The boots also came under his scrutiny. "Silk shirt, eh? I thought you was a swell. I'll get these dried for you." He disappeared and did not return. Ten minutes later, in spite of his unsavoury surroundings, Luke was fast asleep. When he woke the sun was shining through the holes in the blanket. Rising, he put on the shirt and trousers, feeling uncommonly chilly.
There was noise enough downstairs; the howl of a crying child, a woman's strident voice, and the deeper, bullying tone of a man. He opened the door, went out on to the landing and called. Presently the owner of the deep voice appeared.
"What's the matter?"
"Are my clothes dried?" asked Luke politely.
"What clothes?" The man was interested, and came heavily up the stairs: a big, unshaven brute, puffy-faced.
"Gave Curly your clothes?" He kissed his hand loudly. "Say good-bye to 'em, old man." Luke stared at him aghast.
"Do you mean he's gone away with them?" That apparently was what he did mean. He also informed his guest that he needed half a crown for the night's lodging.
"And then there's my trousers and shirt," he said. "What do I get for 'em?" He took a long time before he consented to add to the loan an old jacket and a pair of worn shoes that were two sizes too small. He could, he thought, "get a bit out of Curly," from which Luke gathered he was going to share the proceeds of the stolen clothing. He added to his other beneficences a cup of tea and a thick slice of bread and margarine, and with this equipment the banker was turned out into the street.
Rain was falling heavily. By the time he had reached Lambeth Bridge he was soaked through. He made for the park, and, finding a chair, drew it into the shelter of a big, overhanging tree. For a long time he sat there, and then he reached a decision. Disgrace and prison seemed a little less unpleasant prospect than cold and hunger. He decided to go to the bank.
He did not know the time and asked a man who was hurrying past, without, however, eliciting the slightest response. He asked another man, who gruffly told him it was nearly twelve. He would find Steele in the office, and Steele meant comfort and food and decent clothing.
As he came out of the park gates somebody caught him by the arm and swung him round, and he looked into the unsympathetic face of a man who was obviously a detective.
"Begging, eh? I saw you speak to those two gentlemen."
"I asked them the time," said Luke.
"I dare say," said the detective, tightening his lips. "Come a little walk with me." Ten minutes later a door closed on Luke Maddison, and he found himself alone in a clean but very uncomfortable cell of a police station. In this experience he was not entirely unfortunate, for Connor had been trailing him, hoping that he might go to some part of the park where persuasion, peaceful or otherwise, could be attempted.
CHAPTER XXXI
No man wasted less time or effort than Gunner Haynes. His method represented the very economy of labour. He was satisfied that Connor had carried away his victim, but was wrong when he associated Danty Morell with the abduction.
He called upon Connor, but was told vaguely that the man had gone into the country. He did not attempt to seek an interview with Danty Morell, but after a day spent in a vain search of Connor's wharf, made his way to Half Moon Street, watched the house until he saw first Danty and then Pi Coles leave. To get into Danty's flat was a very simple matter—a key-blank, a piece of lamp-black, a quarter of an hour spent in Green Park filing the soft metal, procured him an entrance.
Once inside the flat, he proceeded at his leisure. He was not at all anxious at the thought of Danty's return. His hatred of Morell was in one sense illogical. They had been friends and partners, though he had lost sight of the man and the partnership had broken off. He had no direct proof of the duplicity he suspected. Gunner Haynes had loved that feather-headed little wife of his, and when she had disappeared, never to become more to him than a record in a workhouse register, a tremendous part of his life had been cut away from him. He might suspect Danty as the cause of his agony: he had no clear evidence that the story the man had told was untrue.
Danty had said the girl had disappeared, and that he was as ignorant of her whereabouts as her husband. Yet, for all this, the suspicion in Gunner Haynes' mind amounted to a certainty. He was a just man, and so long as that proof were missing, Danty Morell would come to no harm.
He made a quick but thorough examination of the two rooms. There were letters which had to be scanned, pocket-books to investigate, drawers to be opened and searched, but in none of these did Haynes find the slightest clue to Luke Maddison's present place of imprisonment. He did find the note which Connor had scribbled, giving the address where Luke was staying, but no more. There remained only the safe, which was not so much a safe as a steel cupboard fastened with a spring lock—the type that is found in most business offices. To open this was a matter of five minutes' patient work.
There were four shelves, and each was crowded with letters, bills, and curious souvenirs which Danty had collected—the cupboard was in such disorder as only a man without method could create. On the third shelf he found a wooden box, the lock of which he forced. There were papers here—bundles of letters tied up with shoe-laces, bits of old string—there was nothing romantic in Danty's disposition.
The first bundle did not interest him. At the sight of the writing on the second his face went grey. He brought the box into the dining-room and sat down, read three of the letters, glanced at the others, and very slowly and deliberately tied them up again and put them back in the box. As he did so he caught sight of a scrap of paper exactly the size of that on which Rex had written his last message. He took it out…yes, it was scrawled in the same handwriting. But the message was unintelligible. It ran: "Danty Morell. The man is a common swindler. I was warned against him by—" And then in a flash he realized. He had an extraordinary memory, and could repeat almost word for word the complete message as Rex had left it.
"Margaret darling. I have lost. For months I have been gambling. Today I took a desperate step on the advice of Danty Morell. The man is a common swindler. I was warned against him by Luke Maddison. He has led me to ruin. Money is his god. I beg of you not to trust him. He has led me from one act of folly to the other…" That was it! Danty had found that the first and last of those scraps made a complete message; he had put the second in his pocket (it still bore marks of being screwed up).
It took him quite a long time to realize all this. His mind was numbed from reading the letters; he was almost stupid in his horror and hate. Mechanically he put the tell-tale slip of paper into his pocket-book, closed the lid…His wife's letters must be burnt. He opened the box again, took them out, threw them into the fireplace and put a match to them. He stood watching and stirring them until they were black ashes, then he put the box back where he had found it and closed the steel cupboard.
For the moment Luke Maddison and his safety were subsidiary considerations. The only thing that mattered was Danty. The agony and appeal in those letters! Gunner Haynes caught a glimpse of his face in a mirror over the mantelpiece and for a moment was shocked. He had become suddenly old.
Danty did not return—he was glad. He turned out all the lights, closed the door behind him and went out into the street. He had hardly crossed to the other sidewalk before a cab drew up to the pavement and a man alighted. It was Danty. The gunman watched, but made no effort to intercept him. That would come later…there would be a great accounting.
He strolled into Piccadilly, moving like a man in a dream, and heard his name spoken twice before he turned with a start to look into the pretty face of Mary Bolford.
"I wondered if it was you," she said, "and if you were contemplating some nefarious act. Of course you're not!"
The Gunner drew a long breath. "To tell you the truth, I was," he said gently. "I haven't had the good fortune to meet you in this last week, Miss Bolford."
She shook her head. "I've been very busy. I've accepted a job on an Australian newspaper, and I'm leaving London next week." Her tone was jaunty, but he could detect a strain in the voice that was very flattering to him.
"Well, I've given you enough to write about," he said. "Enough material, I mean."
She sighed.—"Yes." A little pause. "I shall miss you: I suppose if I told Mr Bird that he would be annoyed."
"He'd be furious," said the Gunner, a slow smile displacing the pained look she had seen in his eyes.
"You won't come to Australia, of course, ever? I shall be there for seven years."
"By what boat do you travel?" he asked, and, when she had told him: "There's another mail leaving a week or so after. Do you sail from London?"
She nodded. "They wanted me to pick up the boat at Naples—we call there; but I rather want the sea journey. I've got what is called a lung—not a bad one: that is why I have taken work in Australia." They had coffee together and in that flying time he thought neither of Luke Maddison nor of Danty Morell nor of the letters which were ash in the grate. When—he left her at eleven o'clock, he said: "If I can get my business through I may join your ship at Naples."
She looked at him very gravely. "Do you really mean that?" she said. "And is Australia to be the scene of your next—?" She hesitated for a word, but he anticipated her.
"I am going to be the rarest of phenomena—the reformed crook," he said.
She sipped her coffee in silence. "Would anything help you to that end?" she asked, and Haynes nodded.
He did not put into words the thought that was in his mind and hers, but she understood. It was then that he gave her his first confidence, and she listened open-eyed, stricken dumb with amazement, to the true story of Luke Maddison.
"I've been searching for him all day," he said, "and I haven't even got a thread of a clue."
"He isn't dead?"
Haynes shook his head. "That is most unlikely," he said. "The trouble is that the police cannot be told. I suppose the press shouldn't be, either," he smiled, "but things are—different—now, aren't they?"
"Have you got the little piece of paper you found in Morell's flat?" (He had omitted nothing from his narrative.) He passed it across the table to her. She read and nodded. "What was the rest of it?" He recited the full message almost word for word.
"I have seen Rex—in fact, I know a great deal about him," she said. "Mr Bird was very confidential and told me about the forgery. I could have given him a lot of information, because I was standing in the doorway of the bank the day the forged cheque was cashed. It was the day Mr Maddison gave me a hundred pounds—I've still got it."
They were talking of The Sparrow as they came out of the restaurant, and at the corner of Bury Street they met him. He looked disapprovingly at Gunner Haynes and frowned at the girl. "Getting a first-hand crime story? What's doing, Gunner? Are you giving evidence before the Select Commission?" he asked with a sneer.
Gunner Haynes chuckled. There had been one of those periodical police scandals; somebody had been arrested who ought not to have been arrested, and there was the inevitable enquiry on foot into police methods.
"We've got to go so carefully nowadays that I wouldn't arrest a man if I found him cutting his wife's throat, without making a few enquiries," said The Sparrow. "I'll tell you how bad it is: they've just turned a tramp out of a police station, charged with begging, but only one witness—a policeman. So they hoofed him out. When we've got to consider the feelings of tramps you might as well turn Scotland Yard into a home for lost dogs. I mention the tramp because I was down at the police station just after they pushed him out. I suppose it's happening all over London. You're going to Australia, they tell me, Miss Bolford?" His keen eyes searched the Gunner's face. "You're not going too, are you, Gunner? You'll miss those little tea-table talks, won't you?" Mary Bolford turned red. She had never dreamed that those unrehearsed and informal meetings with Gunner Haynes had attracted the attention of this stout man.
"Both of you ought to be warned," said The Sparrow soberly, "and I'm warning you! There never was a crook who could be anything but a crook. There never was a girl who married a man to reform him who didn't finish by bolting with somebody better."
"You're in your most prophetic mood tonight, Mr Bird," said the Gunner coolly. "Now tell us what's going to win the Derby?"
The Sparrow grunted and went on with a little chuck of his head—a gesture of farewell. Haynes and the girl walked along Piccadilly till they came within sight of the Circus, and here they parted. As they lingered, he hand in his, he said: "You've saved a man's life tonight, Mary," and wisely she did not question him.
CHAPTER XXXII
It came as something in the nature of a shock to Margaret Maddison to discover how completely changed were her feelings towards the man with whom she had passed through stages of toleration to liking, and from liking to a sort of passive affection, and from that again, in the cataclysmic revolution of feeling that her brother's death had brought about, to the bitterest loathing.
For the first time in her life Margaret was in love, and in love with something which was neither a memory nor an idea, but something which was to her as real as her own hand. She had gained that sense of possession which is the wife's own sense, an understanding of her obligations. She could not afford to waste time in regrets at the amazing follies and wicked errors of the past: in the days that followed her mind was occupied with schemes for helping him out of the morass in which he struggled.
She did not hear from Gunner Haynes, although she stayed up until nearly two o'clock the next morning, having the telephone switched through to her bedside. Nor did the next day bring news. She was out when Danty called, and, having no occasion to go to her cheque-book, she did not discover his theft.
The following morning brought The Sparrow—professionally. "Did you give orders that none of your husband's cheques over a thousand pounds was to be cashed at the bank?" he asked. She nodded. "A young man brought in one for two thousand this morning. Very foolishly, Mr Steele didn't call me up, and he got away before I arrived."
"Was it in Luke's handwriting?" she asked eagerly. "Where is he?"
The Sparrow could not supply information. "I thought he was abroad—is it usual for your husband to send people to the bank with cheques to cash? It seems queer to me."
"The money was not paid?" she asked.
"No—Steele said if it had been for a thousand he'd have cashed it." She was purposely evasive, and after the detective had gone she telephoned through to Steele. He had little to add.
"The man who brought the cheque seemed very respectable."
"But did you ask him where he got the cheque?" she demanded impatiently. "Surely, Mr Steele, you weren't satisfied—"
"I thought that you expected him to send cheques," said Mr Steele.
She never realized how dense a man this middle-aged manager was.
After she had rung off she sat down to think. Luke had broken into his fiat to secure his passport and clothes. The passport was now in the Gunner's possession—she must see that he had a change in case he arrived unexpectedly. She went herself to his flat, made a careful collection, packed such toilet articles as she thought he might require, including a case of razors, and had them taken down to her car.
It was the first wifely duty she had performed, and it brought her a pleasing sense of novelty. Even that faint pleasure brought to her a realization of the strain under which she was living, and the ever-increasing anxiety concerning Luke's fate.
If she could have got into touch with Gunner Haynes she would have done so.
She would almost have welcomed the arrival of Danty Morell. She had a reminder of his earlier visit when she went to her bureau to make out household cheques. She took out the wrong cheque-book and saw that some were missing. Putting through a call to the bank, she learned that the cheque presented that day was one of these.
Then Danton Morell was in the conspiracy!
Her first inclination was to send for Inspector Bird. But at all costs the police must not be called in. She turned the leaves of the telephone directory and searched for Danton's number, was on the point of calling him when she came to a decision to see him herself.
She did not wait for her car, but, hailing a taxi, and leaving certain very definite instructions behind her, drove to Half Moon Street, and Pi Coles, who opened the door to her, stared in amazement at this unexpected vision.
"Come in, miss," he said awkwardly. "The guv'nor's inside."
Danton heard her voice and was coming across the hall to meet her before the door was closed. "This is an unexpected pleasure, Margaret," he said. "Is anything wrong?"
She did not answer until she was in his room. "Before I tell you why I've come," she said, "I think it is only fair that you should know that I have left instructions that unless I am back in my house in three quarters of an hour my butler will ring up Mr Bird and tell him where I have gone."
He frowned at this. "What's the idea?" he asked harshly. "That's an extraordinary way to behave—why the dickens shouldn't you be back in three-quarters of an hour?"
"Where are the remainder of those cheques that you stole from my cheque-book when you called the other day?" she asked.
She saw his face go red. "I don't know what you mean," he said loudly. "I stole cheques? What nonsense you're talking—"
"You came into my house and you were in my sitting-room long enough to extract ten cheques. One of them was brought to the bank today, made out in Luke's name and signed by him. On my instructions the cheque was not honoured."
The colour left his face. "Not honoured…" he stammered, and in his embarrassment he betrayed his share of the guilt.
"I'm less interested in the cheques than in my husband," she said quietly. "Where is he?"
He strove vainly to recover his self-possession and forced a smile. "Really, my dear girl—" he began.
"You'll address me as Mrs Maddison, if you have to address me as anything," she said. "I want you to return those cheques; I want you also to tell me exactly where Luke is."
"As far as I know, he's staying with a convicted thief named Haynes," the man answered roughly, and to his surprise she nodded.
"I thought so, too. I went down to see him—but he had gone. I think Mr Haynes was surprised to find that he had gone, and I'm only now understanding that Luke did not go of his own free will. Then I thought he may have wandered out by himself in order to escape association with Mr Haynes. But the cheque explains a great deal. Where is Luke?"
He shook his head. "I don't know."
"In that case I am going to do what I was trying to avoid," she said. "I am going to the police, and I shall charge you with stealing the blank cheques, and leave it to Mr Bird to connect you with Luke's disappearance." She half-turned to the door, but he caught her by the arm.
"For God's sake, Margaret, consider what you're doing!" She saw he was really alarmed; his voice was tremulous, his whole air suggested panic.
"I swear to you I don't know where Luke is—he was on a barge, where Connor was keeping him. The swine didn't tell me that Maddison had signed a cheque. All he told me was that he jumped into the river and got away or was drowned—I don't know which. That's the truth. I knew nothing about it till Connor had found him. I swear to you this is the truth!"
"Where is Connor?" she asked.
"I don't know. He was here this morning, and told me about Luke getting away. That is all the information I have. I didn't believe him, and probably it's a lie he told me." He saw she was undecided and eagerly sought to turn her from her intention. He had no doubt that she meant what she had said.
She did not know what to do. "Could you find Haynes for me?"
"Find Haynes?" he almost shouted. "You don't imagine I would communicate with that fellow, do you? He's a dangerous man, Margaret—"
"Mrs Maddison," she said coldly.
"He's dangerous—you oughtn't to have any dealings with him." He did not attempt to deny the theft of the cheques.
"You don't know where Mr Maddison is at all?"
He accepted the corrected relationship without demur. "No, Mrs Maddison, I've no idea. Connor's been looking for him all night."
When she returned home she found The Sparrow waiting for her on the doorstep. The sight of a large kit-bag at his feet surprised her, and when he carried it into the house and into the little study on the ground floor, she was to have a shock. She did not recognize the crumpled clothes he took from the bag.
"These clothes were found in the possession of a river thief, who was trying to sell them this morning," he said. "He didn't know that your husband's name was stitched in the inside pocket."
"My husband's name?" she gasped, turning pale. "Where did he get them?"
"That's what I want to know. The yarn he tells is that last night he picked up a man who was wet through and who had come out of the river, and took him to a house. We've since verified that, though from the description I've had it couldn't possibly be Mr Maddison, who is still abroad, I presume?" Was there a note of sarcasm in his voice? She thought she detected it, and very wisely did not answer.
"The man said the clothes were given to him, but that, of course, is the usual yarn. I have reason to believe that they were stolen whilst the owner was in bed. Can you throw any light upon them?"
She shook her head. It was a pitiable confession, but she knew she could not even recognize an old suit of clothes worn by her husband. It was the suit into which he had changed when he broke into his flat.
"What do you make of that, Mrs Maddison?" She shook her head helplessly. "It couldn't be a suit your husband gave away, because the date it was delivered is written on the tab, and it must have been new a month ago."
He looked at her keenly. "There's a lot of mystery about this husband of yours, Mrs Maddison, and I think you're in some kind of trouble. I'd like to help you if I could." She was going to speak, but he held up his hand to stop her. "Don't tell me anything until I have told you just how much I know." He ticked off the facts on the fingers of his hand. "I know your husband disappeared the day after your marriage. I know that there was a burglary at his flat, and that when the police arrived they recognized the man who had been concerned in a robbery that afternoon. I know that amongst the things stolen from his flat was a passport—I interviewed his servant subsequently, and he told me there was a passport in one of the drawers of the desk. Now, if there were any chance—and it seems one of those fantastic theories that writers make a lot of money from—that this man is Mr Maddison, the best people to help him are the police. I know him well enough to be sure he wouldn't hold up Taffanny's. If it's a question of impersonation—we can be more than useful. Won't you tell me, Mrs Maddison?"
She was silent. With a shake of his head the detective took his departure, carrying with him the suit of clothes and a deep-seated conviction.
It was a curious coincidence that he should have brought those crumpled garments to the house, when, neatly packed away in a new suitcase in her bedroom, was the change of garments she had arranged for Luke. She was puzzled as to the arrangements she could make that would be most convenient. She decided ultimately upon leaving the suitcase at a railway cloakroom. The ticket could be sent to Luke as soon as he was discovered. She waited for night to come to carry this plan into effect.
The night brought its problems for Danty Morell. That afternoon, after Margaret Maddison had left him, he made a discovery which turned him sick with apprehension. He had lost his hold on Margaret; at any moment she might go to the police, and just then he was most anxious not to renew acquaintance with Scotland Yard. Things had gone badly with him; he owed a very large sum of money which had to be paid in the City on the following day; and now, with the added possibility of police intervention, his position was perilous.
Danton Morell was in some ways a careful man. However extravagant he might be, he had reserved for himself a fat nest-egg in cash which, in spite of all temptation, he had never touched. He had collected the money that day from two or three accounts which he ran in an assumed name. Nothing was needed now but to follow the line of retreat he had planned. There was a small aerodrome on the outskirts of London, from which exhibition flights were given. Danty had found it expedient to finance the small company which owned the airplanes, and by telephone he arranged his flight. This was facilitated by the fact that the company had recently acquired a big rebuilt monoplane which was capable of a long flight. Danty, who had decided upon Switzerland for his first hop, gave orders for the storage of petrol and necessities for the journey. He certainly did not anticipate taking a companion with him, but he was not the only panic-stricken man in London.
Danty made a very quick search for papers which, left behind, might have awkward consequences, and his first attention was directed to the little box in which he kept the most dangerous of his correspondence. He brought this into the dining room before he discovered that the lock had been forced. With an exclamation he threw up the lid, shook out the contents…The one packet of letters that he had been mad to keep was gone! And the little telephone slip, that also had disappeared.
His hands were shaking so that he could hardly hold the papers he was examining.
There was no need to speculate upon the identity of the man who had forced that box. The Gunner had been seen in the neighbourhood: Pi Coles had told him that, and it had been the Gunner who had made this search and found the documents.
Danty Morell saw death grinning at him; was hypnotized into sheer inaction; and, when there came a knock at the outer door, he leaped up from his chair, a shivering wreck of a man, not daring to open to the visitor. He calmed himself sufficiently to go to the door and demand who was there, and when he heard Connor's voice he could have cried aloud for joy.
"What's the matter with you?" asked Connor, when they were back in the room.
"I've had a bit of a shock, and I'm not particularly well. You know they're after those kites?"
Connor himself was not particularly happy-looking. "I know. They've stopped a cheque I sent to the bank, and half the busies in London are looking for him. They know who it is, too—that's the worst of it. You're in this, Danty."
"We're both in it, aren't we?" snarled the other. "I'm getting out of London tonight."
Connor laughed raucously. "You've got a fine chance of getting out of London, unless you take a rattler." And then, suddenly: "How are you going?" It was on the tip of Danty's tongue to invent a method of escape, but just now he needed the association of Connor. Connor was not above using a gun at a pinch, and, moreover, hated Gunner Haynes.
"I'm going by aeroplane from Elford," he said. "We've got the Gunner to thank for this. He squeaked."
"He's never stopped squeaking," said Connor without heat. "Where do you land in your flying machine?" Danty told him his destination. "That'll do for me," said Connor. He looked at the papers on the table.
"Having a burn up?" he asked pleasantly. And then: "How much stuff have you got?" Here Danty lied. He could not tell the truth about money.
The conference was a brief one. They agreed to visit the aerodrome that evening and make final preparations for their journey. The journey through the suburbs into Outer London was a silent one; now and again Danty lifted the flap at the back of the hired car in which they were travelling, and peered along the darkening road.
"What's the matter with you?" growled Connor.
"There's a car, a two-seater, following us."
"Why shouldn't it?" demanded the other sarcastically. "Do you want the road to yourself?" A few minutes later, when Danty looked back, the little car had disappeared.
The preparations for the night's journey were not easily made. The pilot had only just been communicated with. He was on a holiday in the Midlands.
"It's a good job we came, or we might have been in Queer Street." said Connor as they were driving back. "What time did you say you'd be here?"
"About midnight."
"What are you looking for?" asked Connor ten minutes later. "The little car?" He pushed his companion aside and peered.
"There's a motor lorry; has that got anything on us?" he demanded.
Danty said nothing. No man could know the terror that was in his heart. Behind him stalked the grim shadow of vengeance, and every second he expected to see the hawk-like face of the Gunner peering into his from the darkness.
Danty did not go near his flat. He telephoned to Pi Coles and they met in the park, Pi bringing with him an overcoat and wrap which were to be Danty's sole luggage. His servitor he rewarded liberally. There was nothing to do now but to pass the few hours which intervened before he left England for ever.
He telephoned to the hangar and learned to his satisfaction that the pilot had arrived. He would have liked to advance the hour of his departure, but he knew that for once he must keep faith—Connor was a dangerous man, and he had no desire to let two enemies grow in the place of one.
Once or twice, as he loafed about the less frequented streets of Pimlico, he had the impression that he was being shadowed; but when once he walked back in desperate boldness to interview the man who was following him, he found it was a perfectly inoffensive stranger to the neighbourhood who was trying to find a street and a number.
He had work to do—vengeful work—and he completed this in a teashop near Vauxhall Bridge. Making a wide detour, he reached the central post office and handed in the telegram addressed to Inspector Bird. It ran: "The man who was concerned in the Taffanny robbery was Luke Maddison. He is attempting to leave London tonight. His wife and Gunner Haynes are aware of the double life he has been living." He signed it with his own name.
Late as was the hour, he knew that the telegram would be delivered. He went back to meet his companion in misfortune, feeling more cheerful than he had felt all day.
CHAPTER XXXIII
It was nearly eleven o'clock that night when Margaret had the car brought to the door and Luke's suitcase deposited. Her intention was to drive the car to the lower part of Villiers Street and send the chauffeur with the suitcase to the cloakroom. She came into the south end of the Strand, and the car had some difficulty in making its way through the returning theatre traffic, but after a long wait it turned down the steep street towards the Embankment, and at a signal from Margaret the chauffeur stopped the machine.
It was raining heavily; there were few pedestrians in sight, and those were hurrying to reach the shelter of the underground station. She pulled at the catch of the door to open it, that the chauffeur might more easily take the suitcase at her feet, when, out of the shadows, came a shabby-looking figure. He must have seen her difficulty, for he turned the handle and pulled open the door before the chauffeur could descend.
"Thank you," said Margaret, and handed him the piece of silver she had ready to pay for the luggage-room attendant. As she did so she switched on the light. For a second she stared into the unshaven face and the grimy figure. "Luke!" she gasped.
He was stricken dumb with amazement, was unable to speak or move.
"Luke!" she said again. Then, as he shrank back, her hand shot out and gripped him by the coat. "Come in, for God's sake!" she said breathlessly, and half-dragged him to her side.
At that moment the chauffeur arrived.
"Drive on," she said hurriedly. "This is a—a friend of mine." She only hoped that the man could not see the scarecrow who was seated at her side.
"Where shall I go, madam?"
"To—to the house," she said.
As the chauffeur climbed back into his seat, a third figure appeared. He came running down the street like a man pursued, and, gripping the handle of the door, leaped on to the running-board as the car moved. She thought at first it was a policeman, but then passing a street lamp revealed the dark face of Gunner Haynes.
"Don't make a fuss," he said, as he blundered in, slamming the door behind him.
"I've chased your car from the Haymarket. Who's this?" He peered forward and she heard him whistle. "Is that Mr Maddison?"
"Yes, It's me," said Luke, speaking for the first time.
His voice sounded pitiably weak. He had been turned out of the police station in the early part of the afternoon, and had not eaten since the morning. He made no attempt to explain his need, was too tired and weary to care very much. The soft luxury of the padded seats dulled him into lethargy: he was nodding almost before the car reached the Embankment.
"All right, don't wake him," said Gunner Haynes in a low voice. "He was arrested this morning; I've only just found out—one of my friends told me. The police are looking for him. Somebody sent a wire to The Sparrow—I suspect it was friend Danty."
"Where are you taking him?"
"Home," she said. She was wrapping a rug about the chilled figure in the corner of the car.
"You'll have a policeman waiting on the mat. No, you'll take him to Elford. What's this?" He kicked against the suitcase and she explained, and heard him chuckle.
"You must be a thought-reader. That's the very thing he'll require—not tonight perhaps, but in the morning. We're going to Elford. Do you know it? It's three quarters of an hour's run, and if we're lucky we'll reach there before two of the biggest rats that ever climbed out of Thames mud." She leaned out of the window and gave directions to the chauffeur.
"Couldn't we drive on to Dover and get on board the boat?" she asked urgently.
Gunner Haynes shook his head. "No, that won't work. The Sparrow's a good fellow, but he'd shop his own mother. And if, as I believe, Mr Morell, or whatever his present name is, has blown—has told the story of Taffanny's, every boat will be watched. Besides, there isn't one till daylight that we could possibly catch. There's only one chance, and that is for Mr Maddison to appear in Spain, where he is supposed to be. I think that can be worked—unless Mr Danty Morell has got too far ahead of us." He peered forward again. "You've got a fur coat on—that's good. You can lend it to your husband. It'll look rather silly, but nobody will see him."
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"I'm going an airplane ride tonight, and he's going with me," he said. "As for you, Mrs Maddison, your work is very simple. You'll return to London; you'll lie a little—I hope it won't hurt you very much—and leave for Spain tomorrow. If I can't get him there after I've landed him in France, I'm a Dutchman."
There was a silence, and then: "I know a better way," she said quietly. "I can go with him." To her surprise, the Gunner did not combat that suggestion.
"Perhaps you're wise," was his comment.
They came at last to a dark and bumpy road, and here the car was stopped by the Gunner's instructions. He got down and pointed into the darkness.
"Pull your car over there and shut off all your lights," he said, and, when this was done and, with great trouble, the car had been manoeuvred over the rough ground and the engine had been shut off, he came back to the girl. "We're here first," he said. "I'm banking on Danty being cautious—look!" Lights were coming along the road from the direction of London. It was a car, which stopped a hundred yards away, and then after a while turned round.
"They're walking the rest of the journey," murmured the Gunner with grim satisfaction. "Wait here." He walked back to the entrance of the untidy little aerodrome and slipped something from his pocket. He had not long to wait: Danty and Connor turned out of the road again.
"Is that you, Higgins?" asked Danty. "Is the pilot here—"
"Everybody's here including me," said the Gunner. "Don't try any funny business, Connor: I've got you covered, and there's a silencer on my gun. You'll hear no more than a 'plop' and you'll be in hell!" Danty said nothing. Haynes could almost hear him shivering with fear.
"Well, what next?" asked Connor.
"The next is a long walk back to the nearest town, unless you've had the intelligence to keep your car. If you're clever you'll run—I'm afraid you haven't a chance," he added, as he saw the red tail-light of the car moving rapidly away. "The police are controlling this aerodrome, and you've a snowflake's chance of getting away."
"You're being a friendly little fellow and helping us: is that what you're telling us to believe?" sneered Connor.
"Don't talk—walk," said the Gunner sternly. "I'm not in my best temper tonight. I've practically promised I wouldn't kill you, but it won't take a hell of a lot to make me change my mind."
"All right, Gunner, we'll go." Danty found his quaking voice. "Come on, Connor. The Gunner wouldn't put us in bad—"
"I found the letters, Danty," said Haynes softly. "You know just how near you are to eternal rest, don't you?"
Danty said nothing: he grabbed the arm of his reluctant friend and almost dragged him back to the roadway. They walked back rapidly the way they had come, and must have gone a hundred yards before Connor stopped.
"I'm not going to stand for this bird—" he began, when a voice behind him said: "Walk!" and he obeyed.
When he had seen them well on their way, the Gunner sped back to the car.
Luke was awake; they were talking together in a low tone, he and this strange bride of his, and Gunner Haynes thought it delicate to leave them and interview the pilot.
He found the machine waiting, with two weary mechanics and an impatient pilot, and to the latter he gave new instructions. The other argument he employed was a very effective one, for the airman agreed cheerfully to all conditions.
"I can carry three or ten," he said. "There'll be no difficulty about getting up. I've done this night trip hundreds of times."
Satisfied on this score, Gunner Haynes went back to the car and interrupted the more than usually intimate conversation, "I've a little scrap of paper to give you when it's light enough to read it, Mrs Maddison. It concerns the death of your brother—I'm sorry to be so brutal, but I think you ought to know that the man who ruined him was Danty, and—"
"I guessed that," she said quietly.
It was still drizzling and the clouds were low, but neither of the three passengers evinced the slightest anxiety as, with a roar of engines, the big monoplane swept into the darkness, up and up, through the thick mist of clouds, until they emerged with the moon riding in a clear sky above them and billowing white clouds beneath.
Less than a week later, three people dined at the Cafe Ritz, in Madrid, and the dinner was in the nature of a farewell banquet to Gunner Haynes, who was going to Naples to join the Australian mail-boat.
"I shan't be comfortable till I get on board the Barcelona express," he said. "I've done many things in my life, but this is the first time I've played third to a honeymoon couple."
THE END