Dick Gordon 'phoned across to headquarters, and Elk reported immediately.
"I've discovered six good get-away bags, and each one is equipped as completely and exactly as the one we found at King's Cross."
"No, sir, not so much as a clue. We've tested them all for finger-prints, and we've got a few results; but as they have been handled by half a dozen attendants, I don't think we shall get much out of it. Still, we can but try."
"Elk, I would give a few years of my life to get to the inside of this Frog mystery. I'm having Lola shadowed, though I shouldn't think she'd be in that lot. I know of nobody who looks less like a tramp than Lola Bassano! Lew has disappeared, and when I sent a man round this morning to discover what had happened to that young man about town, Mr. Raymond Bennett, he was not visible. He refused to see the caller on the plea that he was ill, and is staying in his room all day. Elk, who's the Frog?"
Elk paced up and down the apartment, his hands in his pockets, his steel-rimmed spectacles sliding lower and lower down his long nose.
"There are only two possibilities," he said. "One is Harry Lyme—an ex-convict who was supposed to have been drowned in the Channel Queen some years ago. I put him amongst them, because all the records we have of him show that he was a brilliant organizer, a super-crook, and one of the two men capable of opening Lord Farmley's safe and slipping that patent catch on Johnson's window. And believe me, Captain Gordon, it was an artist who burgled Johnson!"
"The other man?" said Dick.
"He's also comfortably dead," said Elk grimly. "Saul Morris, the cleverest of all. He's got Lyme skinned to death—an expression I picked up in my recent travels, Captain. And Morris is American; and although I'm as patriotic as any man in this country, I hand it to the Americans when it comes to smashing safes. I've examined two thousand records of known criminals, and I've fined it down to these two fellows—and they're both dead! They say that dead men leave no trails, and if Frog is Morris or Lyme, they're about right. Lyme's dead—drowned. Morris was killed in a railway accident in the United States. The question is, which of the ghosts we can charge."
Dick Gordon pulled open the drawer of his desk and took out an envelope that bore the inscription of the Western Union. He threw it across the table.
"It's an answer to a question. You mentioned Saul Morris before, and I have been making inquiries in New York. Here's the reply."
The cablegram was from the Chief of Police, New York City.
"Answering your inquiry. Saul Morris is alive, and is believed to be in England at this moment. No charges pending against him here, but generally supposed to be the man who cleared out strong room of s.s. Mantania, February 17, 1898, Southampton, England, and got away with 55,000,000 francs. Acknowledge."
Elk read and re-read the cablegram, then he folded it carefully, put it back in its envelope and passed it across the table.
"Saul Morris is in England." he said mechanically. "That Seems to explain a whole lot."
The search which detectives had conducted at the railway termini had produced nine bags, all of which contained identical outfits. In every case there was a spare suit, a clean shirt, two collars, one tie, a Browning pistol with cartridges, a forged passport without photograph, the Annatio and money. Only in one respect did the grips differ. At Paddington the police had recovered one which was a little larger than its fellows, all of which were of the same pattern and size. This held the same outfit as the remainder, with the exception that, in addition, there was a thick pad of cheque forms, every cheque representing a different branch of a different bank. There were cheques upon the Credit Lyonnais, upon the Ninth National Bank of New York, upon the Burrowstown Trust, upon the Bank of Spain, the Banks of Italy and Roumania, in addition to about fifty branches of the five principal banks of England. Occupied as he had been, Elk had not had time to make a very close inspection, but in the morning he determined to deal seriously with the cheques. He was satisfied that inquiries made at the banks and branches would reveal different depositors; but the numbers might enable him to bring the ownership home to one man or one group of men.
As the bags were brought in, they had been examined superficially and placed in Elk's safe, and to accommodate them, the ordinary contents of the safe had been taken out and placed in other repositories. Each bag had been numbered and labelled with the name of the station from whence it was taken, the name of the officer who had brought it in, and particulars of its contents. These facts are important, as having a bearing upon what subsequently happened.
Elk arrived at his office soon after ten o'clock, having enjoyed the first full night's sleep he had had for weeks. He had, as his assistants, Balder and a detective-sergeant named Fayre, a promising young man, in whom Elk placed considerable trust. Dick Gordon arrived almost simultaneously with the detective chief, and they went into the building together.
"There isn't the ghost of a chance that we shall be rewarded for the trouble we've taken to trace these cheques," said Elk, "and I am inclined to place more hope upon the possibility of the handbags yielding a few items which were not apparent at first examination. All these bags are lined, and there is a possibility that they have false bottoms. I am going to cut them up thoroughly, and if there's anything left after I'm through, the Frogs are welcome to their secret."
In the office, Balder and the detective-sergeant were waiting, and Elk searched for his key. The production of the key of the safe was invariably something of a ritual where Elk was concerned. He gave Dick Gordon the impression that he was preparing to disrobe, for the key reposed in some mysterious region which involved the loosening of coat, waistcoat, and the diving into a pocket where no pocket should be. Presently the ceremony was through, Elk solemnly inserted the key and swung back the door.
The safe was so packed with bags that they began to slide toward him, when the restraining pressure of the door was removed. One by one he handed them out, and Fayre put them on the table.
"We'll take that Paddington one first," said Elk, pointing to the largest of the bags. "And get me that other knife, Balder."
The two men walked out into the passage, leaving Fayre alone.
"Can you see the end of this, Captain Gordon?" asked Elk. "The end of the Frogs? Why, yes, I think I can. I could almost say I was sure."
They had reached the door of the clerk's office and found Balder holding a murderous looking weapon in his hand.
"Here it is—" he began, and the next instant Dick was flung violently to the floor, with Elk on top of him.
There was the shrill shriek of smashed glass, a pressure of wind, and, through all this violence, the deafening thunder of an explosion.
Elk was first to his feet and flew back to his room. The door hung on its hinges; every pane of glass was gone, and the sashes with them. From his room poured a dense volume of smoke, into which he plunged. He had hardly taken a step before he tripped on the prostrate figure of Fayre, and, stooping, he half-lifted and half-dragged him into the corridor. One glance was sufficient to show that, if the man was not dead, there seemed little hope of his recovery. The fire-bells were ringing throughout the building. A swift rush of feet on the stairs, and the fire squad came pelting down the corridor, dragging their hose behind them.
What fire there was, was soon extinguished, but Elk's office was a wreck. Even the door of the safe had been blown from its hinges. There was not a single article of furniture left, and a big hole gaped in the floor.
"Save those bags," said Elk and went back to look after the injured man, and not until he had seen his assistant placed in the ambulance did he return to a contemplation of the ruin which the bomb had made.
"Oh, yes, it was a bomb, sir," said Elk.
A group of senior officers stood in the corridor, looking at the havoc.
"And something particularly heavy in the shape of bombs. The wonder is that Captain Gordon and I were not there. I told Fayre to open the bag, but I thought he'd wait until we returned with the knife—we intended examining the lining. Fayre must have opened the bag and the bomb exploded."
"But weren't the bags examined before?" asked the Commissioner wrathfully.
Elk nodded.
"They were examined by me yesterday—every one. The Paddington bag was turned inside out, every article it contained was placed on my table, and catalogued. I myself returned them. There was no bomb."
"But how could they be got at?" asked the other.
Elk shook his head.
"I don't know, sir. The only other person who has a key to this safe is the Assistant Commissioner of my department, Colonel McClintock, who is on his holidays. We might all have been killed."
"Dynamite," said Elk promptly. "It blew down." He pointed to the hole in the floor. "Nitro-glycerine blows up and sideways," he sniffed. "There's no doubt about it being dynamite."
In his search of the office he found a twisted coil of thin steel, later the blackened and crumpled face of a cheap alarm clock.
"Both time and contact," he said. "Those Frogs are taking no chances."
He shifted such of his belongings as he could discover into Balder's office.
There was little chance that this outrage would be kept from the newspapers. The explosion had blown out the window and a portion of the brickwork and had attracted a crowd on the Embankment' outside. Indeed, when Elk left headquarters, he was confronted by newspaper bills telling of the event.
His first call was at the near-by hospital, to where the unfortunate Fayre had been taken, acid the news he received was encouraging. The doctors thought that, with any kind of luck, they would not only save the man's life, but also save him from any serious mutilation.
"He may lose a finger or two, and he's had a most amazing escape," said the house surgeon. "I can't understand why he wasn't blown to pieces."
"What I can't understand," said Elk emphatically, "is why I wasn't blown to pieces."
The surgeon nodded.
"These high explosives play curious tricks," said the surgeon. "I understand that the force of the explosion blew off the door of the safe, and yet this paper, which must also have been within range, is scarcely singed."
He took a square of paper out of his pocket; the edges were blackened; one corner had been burnt off.
"I found this in his clothing. It must have been driven there when the bomb detonated," said the surgeon.
Carefully he folded the paper.
"I'll take this," he said, and put it tenderly away in the interior of his spectacle case. "Do you believe in hunches, doctor?"
"Do you mean premonitions?" smiled the surgeon.
Elk nodded.
"I have a hunch that I'm going to meet Number Seven—very shortly," he said.
XXVI - PROMOTION FOR BALDER
A week had passed, and the explosion at headquarters was ancient history. The injured detective was making fair progress toward recovery, and in some respects the situation was stagnant.
Elk apparently accepted failure as an inevitability, and seemed, even to his greatest admirer, to be hypnotized into a fatalistic acceptance of the situation. His attitude was a little deceptive. On the sixth day following the explosion, headquarters made a raid upon the cloak-rooms, and again, as Elk had expected, produced from every single terminus parcels office, a brand-new bag with exactly the same equipment as the others had had, except that the Paddington find differed from none of its fellows.
The bags were opened by an Inspector of Explosives, after very careful preliminary tests; but they contained nothing more deadly than the Belgian pistols and the self-same passports, this time made out in the name of "Clarence Fielding."
"These fellows are certainly thorough," said Elk with reluctant admiration, surveying his haul.
"Are you keeping the bags in your office?" asked Dick, but Elk shook his melancholy head.
"I think not," said he.
He had had the bags immediately emptied, their contents sent to the Research Department; the bags themselves were now stripped of leather and steel frames, for they had been scientifically sliced, inch by inch.
"My own opinion," said Balder oracularly, "is that there's somebody at police headquarters who is working against us. I've been considering it for a long time, and after consulting my wife—"
"You haven't consulted your children, too, have you?" asked Elk unpleasantly. "The less you talk about headquarters' affairs in your domestic circle, the better will be your chance of promotion."
Mr. Balder sniffed.
"There's no fear of that, anyway," he said sourly. "I've got myself in their bad books. And I did think there was a chance for me—it all comes of your putting me in with Hagn."
"You're an ungrateful devil," said Elk.
"Who's this Number Seven, sir?" asked Balder. "Thinking the matter over, and having discussed it with my wife, I've come to the conclusion that he's one of the most important Frogs, and if we could only get him, we'd be a long way towards catching the big fellow."
Elk put down his pen—he was writing his report at the time—and favoured his subordinate with a patient and weary smile.
"You ought to have gone into politics," he said, and waved his subordinate from the room with the end of his penholder.
He had finished his report and was reading it over with a critical eye, when the service 'phone announced a visitor.
"Send him up," said Elk when he had heard the name. He rang his bell for Balder. "This report goes to Captain Gordon to initial," he said, and as he put down the envelope, Joshua Broad stood in the doorway.
"Good morning, Mr. Elk." He nodded to Balder, although he had never met him. "Good morning," he said.
"Good morning," said Elk. "Come right in and sit down, Mr. Broad. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call? excuse my politeness, but in the early morning I'm that way. All right, Balder, you can go."
Broad offered his cigar-case to the detective. "I've come on a curious errand," he said.
"Nobody ever comes to headquarters on any other," replied Elk.
"It concerns a neighbour of mine."
"Lola Bassano?"
"Her husband," said the other, "Lew Brady." Elk pushed up his spectacles.
"You don't tell me that she's properly married to Lew Brady?" he asked in surprise.
"I don't think there's any doubt about that," said Broad, "though I'm perfectly certain that her young friend Bennett is not aware of the fact. Brady has been staying at Caverley House for a week, and during that time he has not gone out of doors. What is more, the boy hasn't called; I don't think there's a quarrel—I have a notion there's something much deeper than that. I saw Brady by accident as I was coming out of my door. Bassano's door also happened to be open: the maid was taking in the milk: and I caught a glimpse of him. He has the finest crop of whiskers I've seen on a retired pugilist and their ambitions do not as a rule run to hair! That made me pretty curious," he said, carefully knocking the ash of his cigar into a tray that was on the table, "and I wondered if there was any connection between this sudden defiance of the barber and Ray Bennett's actions. I made a call on him—I met him the other day at the club and had, as an excuse, the fact that I have also managed to meet Miss Ella Bennett. His servant—he has a man in by the day to brush his clothes and tidy up the place—told me that he was not well and was not visible."
Mr. Broad blew out a ring of smoke and watched it thoughtfully.
"If you want a servant to be faithful, he must live on the premises," he said. "These occasional men aren't with you long enough to get trustworthy. It cost me, at the present rate of exchange, two dollars and thirty-five cents to discover that Mr. Ray Bennett is also in the hair-restoring business. If there were an election on, these two fellows might be political cranks who had vowed a vow that they wouldn't touch their razors until their party was returned to power. And if Lew Brady were a real sportsman, I should guess that they were doing this for a bet. As it is, I'm rather intrigued."
Elk rolled his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other.
"I'm not well acquainted with the Statute Book," he said, "but I'm under the impression there is no law preventing people from cultivating undergrowth. The—what's the word?—psych—"
"Psychology," suggested Mr. Broad.
"That's it. The psychology of whiskers has never quite reached me. You're American, aren't you, Mr. Broad?"
"I have the distinction," said the other with that half-smile that came so readily to his eyes.
"Ah!" said Elk absently, as he stared through the window. "Ever heard of a man called Saul Morris?"
He brought his eyes back to the other's face. Mr. Joshua Broad was frowning in an effort of thought.
"I seem to remember the name. He was a criminal of sorts, wasn't he—an American criminal, if I remember rightly? Yes, I've heard of hint. I seem to remember that he was killed a few years ago."
Elk scratched his chin irritably.
"I'd like to meet somebody who was at his funeral," he said, "somebody I could believe on oath."
"You're not suggesting that Lew Brady—"
"No. I'm not suggesting anything about Lew Brady, except that he's a very poor boxer. I'll look into this distressing whisker competition, Mr. Broad, and thank you for telling me."
He wasn't especially interested in the eccentric toilet of Ray Bennett. At five o'clock Balder came to him and asked if he might go home.
"I promised my wife—" he began.
"Keep it," said Elk.
After his subordinate's departure there came an official letter to Inspector Elk, and, reading its contents, Mr. Elk beamed. It was a letter from the Superintendent who controlled the official careers of police officers at headquarters.
"Sir," it ran, "I am directed by the Chief Commissioner of Police to inform you that the promotion of Police-Constable J. J. Balder to the rank of Acting-Sergeant has been approved, The appointment will date as from the 1st May."
Elk folded up the paper and was genuinely pleased. He rang the bell for Balder before he remembered that he had sent his assistant home. Elk's evening was free, and in the kindness of his heart he decided upon conveying the news personally.
"I'd like to see this wife of his," said Elk, addressing nobody, "and the children!"
Elk turned up the official pass register, and found that Balder lived at 93, Leaford Road, Uxbridge. The names of his wife and children were not entered, to Elk's disappointment. He would like to have addressed the latter personally, but no new entry had been made on the sheet since Balder's enlistment.
His police car took him to Leaford Road; 93 was a respectable little house—such a house as Elk always imagined his assistant would live in. His knock was answered by an elderly woman who was dressed for going out, and Elk was surprised to see that she wore the uniform of a nurse.
"Yes, Mr. Balder lives here," she said, apparently surprised to see the visitor. "That is to say, he has two rooms here, though he very seldom stays here the night. He usually comes here to change, and then I think he goes on to his friends."
"Does his wife live here?"
"His wife?" said the woman in surprise. "I didn't know that he was married."
Elk had brought Balder's official record with him, to procure some dates which it was necessary he should certify for pension purposes. In the space against Balder's address, he noticed for the first time that there were two addresses given, and that Leaford Road had been crossed out with ink so pale that he only noticed it now that he saw the paper in daylight. The second address was one in Stepney.
"I seem to have made a mistake," he said. "His address here is Orchard Street, Stepney." But the nurse smiled.
"He was with me many years ago," she said, "then he went to Stepney, but during the war he came here, because the air raids were rather bad in the East End of London. I am under the impression he has still a room in Stepney."
"Oh?" said Elk thoughtfully.
He was at the gate when the nurse called him back.
"I don't think he goes to Stepney, though I don't know whether I ought to talk about his business to a stranger; but if you want him particularly, I should imagine you would find him at Slough. I'm a monthly nurse," she said, "and I've seen his car twice going into Seven Gables on the Slough Road. I think he must have a friend there."
"Whose car?" asked the startled Elk.
"It may be his or his friend's car," said the nurse. "Is he a friend of yours?"
"He is in a way," said Elk cautiously.
She stood for a moment thinking.
"Will you come in, please?"
He followed her into the clean and tidy little parlour.
"I don't know why I told you, or why I've been talking so freely to you," she said, "but the truth is, I've given Mr. Balder notice. He makes so many complaints, and he's so difficult to please, that I can't satisfy him. It isn't as though he paid me a lot of money—he doesn't. I make very little profit out of his rooms, and I've a chance of letting them at a better rent. And then he's so particular about his letters. I've had a letter-box put on the door, but even that is not big enough to hold them some days. What his other business is, I don't know. The letters that come here are for the Didcot Chemical Works. You probably think that I am a very difficult woman to please, because, after all, he's out all day and seldom sleeps here at night."
Elk drew a long breath.
"I think you're nearly the finest woman I've ever met," he said. "Are you going out now?"
She nodded.
"I've an all night case, and I shan't be back till eleven to-morrow. You were very fortunate in finding anybody at home."
"I think you said 'his car'; what sort of a car is it?" asked Elk.
"It's a black machine—I don't know the make; I think it is an American make. And he must have something to do with the ownership because once I found a lot of tyre catalogues in his bedroom, and some of the tyres he had marked with a pencil, so I suppose he's responsible to an extent."
One last question Elk asked.
"Does he come back here at night after you've gone?"
"Very rarely, I imagine," replied the woman. "He has his own key, and as I'm very often out at night I'm not sure whether he returns or not."
Elk stood with one foot on the running-board of his car.
"Perhaps I can drop you somewhere, madam?" he said, and the elderly woman gratefully accepted.
Elk went back to headquarters, opened a drawer of his desk and took out a few implements of his profession, and, after filing a number of urgent instructions, returned to the waiting car, driving to Harley Terrace. Dick Gordon had an engagement that night to join a theatre party with the members of the American Embassy, and he was in one of the boxes at the Hilarity Theatre when Elk opened the door quietly, tapped him on the shoulder, and brought him out into the corridor, without the remainder of the party being aware that their guest had retired.
"Anything wrong, Elk?" asked Gordon.
"Balder's got his promotion," said Elk solemnly, and Dick stared at him. "He's an Acting-Sergeant," Elk went on, "and I don't know a better rank for Balder. When this news comes to him and his wife and children, there'll be some happy hearts, believe me."
Elk never drank: this was the first thought that came to Dick Gordon's mind; but there was a possibility that the anxieties and worries of the past few weeks might have got on top of him.
"I'm very glad for Balder," he said gently, "and I'm glad for you too, Elk, because I know you tried hard to get this miserable devil a step in the right direction."
"Go on with what you were thinking," said Elk.
"I don't know that I was thinking anything," laughed Dick.
"You were thinking that I must be suffering from sunstroke, or I shouldn't take you out of your comfortable theatre to announce Balder's promotion. Now will you get your coat, Captain Gordon, and come along with me? I want to break the news to Balder."
Mystified, but asking no further questions, Gordon went to the cloak-room, got his coat, and joined the detective in the vestibule.
"We're going to Slough—to the Seven Gables," he added. "It's a fine house. I haven't seen it, but I know it's a fine house, with a carriage drive and grand furniture, electric light, telephone and a modern bath-room. That's deduction. I'll tell you something else—also deduction. There are trip wires on the lawn, burglar alarms in the windows, about a hundred servants—"
"What the devil are you talking about?" asked Dick, and Elk chuckled hysterically.
They were running through Uxbridge when a long-bodied motor-car whizzed past them at full speed. It was crowded with men who were jammed into the seats or sat upon one another's knees.
"That's a merry little party," said Dick.
"Very," replied Elk laconically.
A few seconds later, a second car flashed past, going much faster than they.
"That looks to me like one of your police cars," said Dick. This, too, was crowded.
"It certainly looks like one of my police cars," agreed Elk. "In America they've got a better stunt. As you probably know, they've a fine patrol wagon system. I'd like to introduce it into this country; it's very handy."
As the car slowed to pass through the narrow, crooked street of Colnebrook, a third of the big machines squeezed past, and this time there was no mistaking its character. The man who sat with the driver, Dick knew as a detective inspector. He winked at Elk as he passed, and Elk winked back with great solemnity.
"What is the idea?" asked Dick, his curiosity now thoroughly piqued.
"We're having a smoking concert," said Elk, "to celebrate Balder's promotion. And it will be one of the greatest successes that we've had in the history of the Force. There will be the brothers Mick and Mac, the trick cyclists, in their unrivalled act…" He babbled on foolishly.
At Langley the fourth and fifth police cars came past. Dick had long since realized that the slow pace at which his own car was moving was designed to allow these laden machines to overtake them. Beyond Langley, the Windsor road turned abruptly to the left, and, leaning over the driver, Elk gave new instructions. There was no sign of the police cars: they had apparently gone on to Slough. A solitary country policeman stood at the cross-roads and watched them as they disappeared in the dusk with a certain languid interest.
"We'll stop here," said Elk, and the car was pulled from the road on to the green sidewalk.
Elk got down.
"Walk a little up the road while I talk to Captain Gordon, he said to the chauffeur, and then he talked, and Dick listened in amazement and unbelief.
"Now," said Elk, "we've got about five minutes' walk, as far as I can remember. I haven't been to Windsor races for so long that I've almost forgotten where the houses are."
They found the entrance to the Seven Gables between two stiff yew hedges. There was no gateway; a broad, gravelled path ran between a thick belt of pine trees, behind which the house was hidden. Elk went a little ahead. Presently be stopped and raised his hand warningly. Dick came a little nearer, and, looking over the shoulder of the detective, had his first view of Seven Gables.
It was a large house, with timbered walls and high, twisted chimney-stacks.
"Pseudo-Elizabethan," said Dick admiringly.
"1066," murmured Elk, "or was it 1599? That's some house!"
It was growing dusk, and lights were showing from a broad window at the farther end of the building. The arched doorway was facing them.
"Let us go back," whispered Elk, and they retraced their steps.
It was not until darkness had fallen that he led the way up the carriage drive to the point they had reached on their earlier excursion. The light still showed in the window, but the cream-coloured blinds were drawn down.
"It is safe up as far as the door," whispered Elk; "but right and left of that, watch out!"
He had pulled a pair of thick stockings over his shoes, and handed another pair to Dick; and then, with an electric torch in his hand, he began to move along the path which ran parallel with the building. Presently he stopped.
"Step over," he whispered.
Dick, looking down, saw the black thread traversing the path, and very cautiously avoided the obstacle.
A few more paces, and again Elk stopped and warned Dick to step high, turning to show his light upon the second of the threads, almost invisible even in the powerful glare of the electric lamp. He did not move from where he stood until he had made a careful examination of the path ahead; and it was well that he did so, for the third trip wire was less than two feet from the second.
They were half-an-hour covering the twenty yards which separated them from the window. The night was warm, and one of the casements was open. Elk crept close under the window-sill, his sensitive fingers feeling for the alarm which he expected to find protecting the broad sill. This he discovered and avoided, and, raising his hand, he gently drew aside the window blind.
He saw a large, oaken-panelled room, luxuriously furnished. The wide, open stone fireplace was banked with flowers, and before it, at a small table, sat two men. The first was Balder—unmistakably Balder, and strangely good-looking. Balder's red nose was no longer red. He was in evening dress and between his teeth was a long amber cigarette-holder.
Dick saw it all, his cheek against Elk's head, heard the quick intake of the detective's breath, and then noticed the second man. It was Mr. Maitland.
Mr. Maitland sat, his face in his hands, and Balder was locking at him with a cynical smile.
They were too far away to hear what the men were saving, but apparently Maitland was being made the object of reproof. He looked up after a while, and got on to his feet and began talking. They heard the rumble of his excited voice, but again no word was intelligible. Then they saw him raise his fist and shake it at the smiling man, who watched him with a calm, detached interest, as though he were some strange insect which had come into his ken. With this parting gesture of defiance, old Maitland shuffled from the room and the door closed behind him. In a few minutes he came out of the house, not through the doorway, as they expected, but apparently through a gateway on the other side of the hedge, for they saw the gleam of the headlights of his car as it passed.
Left alone, Balder poured himself a drink and apparently rang for one of the servants. The man who came in arrested Dick's attention instantly. He wore the conventional uniform of a footman, the dark trousers and the striped waistcoat, but it was easy to see, from the way he moved, that he was not an ordinary type of servant. A big man, powerfully built, his every action was slow and curiously deliberate. Balder said something to him, and the footman nodded, and, taking up the tray, went out with the same leisurely, almost pompous, step that had distinguished his entry.
And then it flashed upon Dick, and he whispered into the detective's ear one word.
"Blind!"
Elk nodded. Again the door opened, and this time three footmen came in, carrying a heavy-looking table with a canvas cover. At first Gordon thought that it was Balder's meal that was being brought, but he was soon to discover the truth. Above the fireplace, hanging on a single wire, was a large electric lamp, which was not alight. Standing on a chair, one of the footmen took out the lamp and inserted a plug from the end of which ran a wire connecting with the table.
"They're all blind," said Elk in a whisper. "And that is Balder's own broadcasting apparatus, and the aerial is attached to the lamp."
The three servants went out, and, rising, Balder walked to the door and locked it.
There were another set of windows in the room, looking out upon the side of the house, and one by one Balder closed and shuttered them. He was busy with the second of the three, when Elk put his foot upon a ledge of brick, and, tearing aside the curtain, leapt into the room.
At the sound, Balder spun round.
"Evening, Balder," said Elk.
The man made no reply. He stood, watching his sometime chief, with eyes that did not waver.
"Thought I'd come along and tell you that you've got your promotion," said Elk, "as Acting-Sergeant from the 1st of May, in recognition of the services you've rendered to the State by poisoning Frog Mills, loosing Frog Hagn, and blowing up my office with a bomb that you planted overnight."
Still the man did not speak, nor did he move; and here he was discreet, for the long-barrelled Browning in Elk's hand covered the lower button of his white piqué waistcoat.
"And now," said Elk—there was a ring of triumph in his voice—"you'll take a little walk with me—I want you, Number Seven!"
"Haven't you made a mistake?" drawled Balder, so unlike his usual voice that Elk was for a moment taken aback.
"I never have made a mistake except about the date when Henry the Eighth married," said Elk.
"Who do you imagine I am?" asked this debonair man of the world.
"I've ceased imagining anything about you, Balder—I know!"
Elk walked with a quick movement toward him and thrust the muzzle of the pistol in his prisoner's diaphragm.
"Put up your hands and turn round," he said.
Balder obeyed. Slipping a pair of handcuffs from his pocket, Elk snapped them on to the wrists. Deftly the detective strapped the arms from behind, drawing them tight, so that the manacled hands had no play.
"This is very uncomfortable," said Balder. "Is it usual for you to make mistakes of this character, Mr. Elk? My name is Collett-Banson."
"Your name is Mud," said Elk, "but I'm willing to listen to anything you like to say. I'd rather have your views on cyanide of potassium than anything. You can sit down."
Dick saw a gleam come to the man's eye; it flashed for a second and was gone. Evidently Elk saw it too.
"Don't let your hopes rest upon any monkey tricks that might be played by your attendants," he said, "because fifty C.I.D. men, most of whom are known personally to you, are disposed round this house."
Balder laughed.
"If they were round the house and on top of the house, they wouldn't worry me," he said. "I tell you, inspector, you've made a very grave error, and one which will cost you dear. If a gentleman cannot sit in his own drawing-room,"—he glanced at the table—"listening to a wireless concert at The Hague without interfering policemen—then it is about time the police force was disbanded."
He walked across to the fireplace carelessly and stood with his back to it; then, lifting his foot, he kicked back one of the steel fire-dogs which stood on either side of the wide hearth, and the "dog" fell over on its side. It was a nervous act of a man who was greatly worried and was not quite conscious of what be was doing. Even Elk, who was all suspicion, saw nothing to excite his apprehension.
"Yon think my name is Balder, do you?" the man went on. "Well, all I can say is—"
Suddenly he flung himself sideways on to the hearthrug, but Elk was quicker. As an oblong slip of the floor gave way beneath the man's weight, Elk gripped him by the collar and together they dragged him back to the room.
In a second the three were struggling on the floor together, and in his desperation Balder's strength was unbelievable. His roaring cry for help was heard. There came a heavy blow on the door, the babble of angry voices without, and then, from the ground outside, a series of sharp explosions, as the army of detectives raced across the lawn, oblivious to the presence of the alarm-guns.
The fight was short and sharp. The six blind men who comprised the household of No. 7 were hustled away, and in the last car travelled Acting-Sergeant Balder, that redoubtable No. 7, who was the right hand and the left hand of the terrible Frog.
XXVII - MR. BROAD IS INTERESTING
Dick Gordon ended his interview with Mr. Ezra Maitland at three o'clock in the morning, and went to Headquarters, to find the charge-room at Cannon Row singularly empty. When he had left, it was impossible to get in or out for the crowd of detectives which filled or surrounded the place.
"On the whole, Pentonville is safest, and I've got him there. I asked the Governor to put him in the condemned cell, but it is not etiquette. Anyway, Pentonville is the safest spot I know, and I think that, unless Frogs eat stones, he'll stay. What has Maitland got to say, Captain?"
"Maitland's story, so far as one can get a story from him, is that he went to see Balder by invitation. 'When you're sent for by the police, what can you do?' he asked, and the question is unanswerable."
"There is no doubt at all," said Elk, "that Maitland knew Balder's character, and it was not in his capacity as policeman that the old man visited him. There is less doubt that this man is hand in glove with the Frog, but it is going to be very difficult to prove."
"Maitland puzzles me," said Dick. "He's such a bully, and yet such a frightened old man. I thought he was going to drop through the floor when I told him who I was, and why I had come. And when I mentioned the fact that Balder had been arrested, he almost collapsed."
"That line has to be followed," said Elk thoughtfully. "I have sent for Johnson. He ought to be here by now. Johnson must know something about the old man's business, and he will be a very valuable witness if we can connect the two."
The philosopher arrived half-an-hour later, having been aroused from his sleep to learn that his presence was required at Headquarters.
"Mr. Elk will tell you something which will be public property in a day or two," said Gordon. "Balder has been arrested in connection with the explosion which occurred in Mr. Elk's office."
It was necessary to explain to Johnson exactly who Balder was, and Dick went on to tell him of the old man's visit to Slough. Johnson shook his head.
"I didn't know that Maitland had a friend of that name," he said. "Balder? What other name had he?"
"He called himself Collet-Banson," said Dick, and a look of understanding came to the face of Johnson.
"I know that name very well. Mr. Banson used frequently to call at the office, generally late in the evenings—Maitland spends three nights a week working after the clerks have gone, as I know to my cost," he said. "A rather tall, good looking fellow of about forty?"
"Yes, that is the man."
"He has a house near Windsor. I have never been there, but I know because I have posted letters to him."
"What sort of business did Collett-Banson have with Maitland?"
"I've never been able to discover. I always thought of him as a man who had property to sell, for that was the only type of outsider who was ever admitted to Maitland's presence. I remember that he had the child staying with him for about a week—"
"That is, the child in Maitland's house?"
Johnson nodded.
"You don't know what association there is between the child and these two men?"
"No, sir, except that I am certain that Mr. Collett-Banson had the little boy with him, because I sent toys—mechanical engines or something of the sort—by Mr. Maitland's directions. It was the day that Mr. Maitland made his will, about eighteen months ago. I remember the day particularly for a peculiar reason. I had expected Mr. Maitland to ask me to witness the will and was piqued, for no cause, because he brought two clerks up from the office to sign. These little things impress themselves upon one," he added.
"Was the will made in favour of the child?"
Johnson shook his head.
"I haven't the slightest knowledge of how the property goes," he said. "He never discussed the matter with me; he wouldn't even employ a lawyer. In fact, I don't remember his ever employing a lawyer all the time I was with him, except for conveyancing work. He told me he had copied the form of will from a book, but beyond feeling hurt that I, an old and faithful servant of his, hadn't been taken a little into his confidence, I wasn't greatly interested in the matter. But I do remember that that morning I went down to a store and bought a whole lot of toys, had them packed and brought them back to the office. The old man played with them all the afternoon!"
Early in the morning Dick Gordon interviewed the prisoners at Pentonville, and found them in a very obstinate mood.
"I know nothing about babies or children; and if Johnson says he sent toys, he is lying," said Balder defiantly. "I refuse to make any statement about Maitland or my association with Maitland. I am the victim of police persecution, and I defy you to bring any proof that I have committed a single act in my life—unless it is a crime to live like a gentleman—for which you can imprison me."
"Have you any message for your wife and children?" asked Dick sarcastically, and the sullen features of the man relaxed for a second.
"No, Elk will look after them," he said humorously.
The most stringent precautions had been taken to prevent a rescue, and the greatest care was exercised that no communication passed between No. 7 and the outside world. He was charged at Bow Street an hour before the court usually sat. Evidence of arrest was taken, and he was remanded, being removed to Pentonville in a motor-van under armed guard.
On the third night of his imprisonment, romance came into the life of the second chief warder of Pentonville Prison. He was comparatively young and single, not without good looks, and lived, with his widowed mother, at Shepherd's Bush. It was his practice to return home after his day's duty by omnibus, and he was alighting on this day when a lady, who had got off before him, stumbled and fell. Instantly he was by her side, and had lifted her to her feet. She was young and astonishingly pretty and he helped her gain the pavement.
"It was nothing," she said smilingly, but with a grimace of pain. "It was very foolish of me to come by 'bus; I was visiting an old servant of mine who is ill. Will you call me a taxi, please?"
"Certainly, madam," said the gallant chief warder.
The taxi which was passing was beckoned to the kerb. The girl looked round helplessly.
"I wish I could see somebody I know. I don't want to go home alone; I'm so afraid of fainting."
"If you would not object to my escort," said the man, with all the warm-hearted earnestness which the sight of a woman in distress awakens in the bosom of impressionable man, "I will see you home."
She shot a glance at him which was full of gratitude and accepted his escort, murmuring her regret for the trouble she was giving him.
It was a beautiful apartment she occupied. The chief warder thought he had never met so gracious and beautiful a lady before, so appropriately housed, and he was right. He would have attended to her injury, but she felt so much better, and her maid was coming in soon, and would he have a whisky-and-soda, and would he please smoke? She indicated where the cigarettes were to be found, and for an hour the chief warder spoke about himself, and had an enjoyable evening.
"I'm very much obliged to you, Mr. Bron," she said at parting. "I feel I've wasted your evening.
"I can assure you," said Mr. Bron earnestly, "that if this is a waste of time, then time has no use!"
She laughed.
"That is a pretty speech," she said, "and I will let you call to-morrow and see me."
He took a careful note of the address; it was an exclusive maisonette in Bloomsbury Square; and the next evening found him ringing the bell, but this time he was not in uniform.
He left at ten o'clock, an ecstatic man who held his head high and dreamt golden dreams, for the fragrance of her charm (as he wrote her) "permeated his very being." Ten minutes after he had gone, the girl came out, closed the door behind her and went out into the street, and the idler who had been promenading the pavement threw away his cigar.
"Good evening, Miss Bassano," he said.
She drew herself up.
"I am afraid you have made a mistake," she said stiffly.
"Not at all. You're Miss Bassano, and my only excuse for addressing you is that I am a neighbour of yours."
She looked more closely at him.
"Oh, Mr. Broad!" she said in a more gracious tone. "I've been visiting a friend of mine who is rather ill."
"So I'm told, and a nice flat your friend occupies," he said as he fell in by her side. "I was thinking of hiring it a few days ago. These furnished apartments are difficult to find. Maybe it was a week ago—yes, it was a week ago," he said carefully; "it was the day before you had your lamentable accident in Shepherd's Bush."
"I don't quite understand you," she said, on her guard at once.
"The truth is," said Mr. Broad apologetically, "that I've been trying to get at Bron too. I've been making a very careful study of the prison staff for the past two months, and I've a list of the easy boys that has cost me a lot of money to compile. I suppose you didn't reach the stage where you persuaded him to talk about his interesting prisoner? I tried him last week," he went on reminiscently. "He roes to a dance club at Hammersmith, and I got acquainted with him through a girl he's keen about—you're not the only young love of his life, by the way."
She laughed softly.
"What a clever man you are, Mr. Broad!" she said. "No, I'm not very interested in prisoners. By the way, who this person you were referring to?"
"I was referring to Number Seven, who is in Pentonville Gaol," said Mr. Broad coolly, "and I've got an idea he is a friend of yours."
"Number Seven?" Her perplexity would have convinced a less hardened man than Joshua Broad. "I have an idea that that is something to do with the Frogs."
"That is something to do with the Frogs," agreed the other gravely, "about whom I daresay you have read. Miss Bassano, I'll make you an offer."
"Offer me a taxi, for I'm tired of walking," she said, and when they were seated side by side she asked: "What your offer?"
"I offer you all that you require to get out of this country and to keep you out for a few years, until this old Frog busts—as he will bust! I've been watching you for a long time, and, if you won't consider it an impertinence, I like you. There's something about you that is very attractive—Don't stop me, because I'm not going to get fresh with you, or suggest that you're the only girl that ever made tobacco taste like molasses—I like you in a kind of pitying way, and you needn't get offended at that either. And I don't want to see you hurt."
He was very serious; she recognized his sincerity, and the word of sarcasm that rose to her lips remained unuttered.
"Are you wholly disinterested?" she asked.
"So far as you are concerned, I am," he replied. "There is going to be an almighty smash, and it is more than likely that you'll get in the way of some of the flying pieces."
She did not answer him at once. What he had said merely intensified her own uneasiness.
"I suppose you know I'm married?"
"I guessed that," he answered. "Take your husband with you. What are you going to do with that boy?"
"You mean Ray Bennett?"
It was curious that she made no attempt to disguise either her position or the part that she was playing. She wondered at herself after she was home. But Joshua Broad had a compelling way, and she never dreamt of deceiving him.
"I don't know," she said. "I wish he wasn't in it. He is on my conscience. Are you smiling?"
"At your having a conscience? No, I fancied that was how you stood. And the growing beard?"
She did not laugh.
"I don't know about that. All I know is that we've had—why am I telling you this? Who are you, Mr. Broad?" He chuckled.
"Some day I'll tell you," he said; "and I promise you that, if you're handy, you shall be the first to know. Go easy with that boy, Lola."
She did not resent the employment of her first name, but rather it warmed her towards this mystery man.
"And write to Mr. Bron, Assistant Chief Warder of Pentonville Gaol, and tell him that you've been called out of town and won't be able to see him again for ten years."
To this she made no rejoinder. He left her at the door of her flat and took her little hand in his.
"If you want money to get away, I'll send you a blank cheque," he said. "There is no one else on the face of the earth that I'd give a blank cheque to, believe me."
She nodded, most unusual tears in her eyes. Lola was breaking under the strain, and nobody knew it better than the hawk-faced man who watched her as she passed into her flat.
XXVIII - MURDER
The stone which woke Ella Bennett was aimed with such force that the pane cracked. She slipped quickly from bed and pulled aside the curtains. There had been a thunderstorm in the night, and the skies were so grey and heavy, and the light so bad, that she could only distinguish the shape of the man that stood under her window. John Bennett heard her go from her room and came to his door.
"Is it Maitland?" he asked.
"I think so," she said.
He frowned.
"I can't understand these visits," he said. "Do you think he's mad?"
She shook her head. After the precipitate flight of the old man on his last visit, she had not expected that he would come again, and guessed that only some matter of the greatest urgency would bring him. She heard her father moving about his room as she went through the darkened dining-room into the passage which opened directly on to the garden.
"Is that you, miss?" quavered a voice in the darkness.
"Yes, Mr. Maitland."
"Is he up?" he asked in an awe-stricken whisper.
"You mean my father? Yes, he's awake."
"I've got to see you," the old man almost wailed. "They've took him."
"Taken whom?" she asked with a catch in her voice.
"That fellow Balder. I knew they would."
She remembered having heard Elk mention Balder.
"The policeman?" she asked. "Mr. Elk's man?"
But he was off on another tack.
"It's you he's after." He came nearer to her and clutched her arm. "I warned you—don't forget I warned you. Tell him that I warned you. He'll make it good for me, won't he?" he almost pleaded, and she began to understand dimly that the "he" to whom the old man was referring was Dick Gordon. "He's been with me most of the night, prying and asking questions. I've had a terrible night, miss, terrible," he almost sobbed. "First Balder and then him. He'll get you—not that police gentleman I don't mean, but Frog. That's why I wrote you the letter, telling you to come up. You didn't get no letter, did you, miss?"
She could not make head or tail of what he was saying or to whom he was referring, as he went on babbling his story of fear, a story interspersed with wild imprecations against "him."
"Tell your father, dearie, what I said to you." He became suddenly calmer. "Matilda said I ought to have told your father, but I'm afraid of him, my dear, I'm afraid of him!"
He took one of her hands in his and fondled it.
"You'll speak a word for me, won't you?" She knew he was weeping, though she could not see his face.
"Of course I'll speak a word for you, Mr. Maitland, Oughtn't you to see a doctor?" she asked anxiously.
"No, no, no doctors for me. But tell him, won't you—not your father, I mean, the other feller—that I did all I could for you. That's what I've come to see you about. They've got Balder—" He stopped short suddenly and craned his head forward. "Is that your father?" he asked in a husky whisper.
She had heard the footsteps of John Bennett on the stairs.
"Yes, I think it is, Mr. Maitland," and at her words he pulled his hand from hers with a jerk and went shuffling down the pathway into the road and out of sight.
"What did he want?"
"I really don't know, father," she said. "I don't think he can be very well."
"Do you mean mad?"
"Yes, and yet he was quite sensible for a little time. He said they've got Balder."
He did not reply to her, and she thought he had not heard her.
"They've taken Balder, Mr. Elk's assistant. I suppose that means he has been arrested?"
"I suppose so," said John Bennett, and then: "My dear, you ought to be in bed. Which way did he go?"
"He went toward Shoreham," said the girl. "Are you going after him, father?" she asked in surprise.
"I'll walk up the road. I'd like to see him," said John Bennett. "You go to bed, my dear."
But she stood waiting by the door, long after his footsteps had ceased to sound on the road. Five minutes, ten minutes passed, a quarter of an hour, and then she heard the whine of a car and the big limousine flew past the gate, spattering mud, and then came John Bennett.
"Aren't you in bed?" he asked almost roughly.
"No, father, I don't feel sleepy. It is late now, so I think I'll do some work. Did you see him?"
"Who, the old man? Yes, I saw him for a minute or two.
"Did you speak to him?"
"Yes, I spoke to him." The man did not seem inclined to pursue the subject, but this time Ella persisted.
"Father, why is he frightened of you?"
"Will you make me some coffee?" said Bennett.
"Why is he frightened of you?"
"How do I know? My dear, don't ask so many questions. You worry me. He knows me, he's seen me—that is all. Balder is held for murder. I think he is a very bad man."
Later in the day she revived the subject of Maitland's visit.
"I wish he would not come," she said. "He frightens me."
"He will not come again," said John Bennett prophetically.
* * * * *
The house in Berkeley Square which had passed into the possession of Ezra Maitland had been built by a nobleman to whom money had no significance. Loosely described as one of the show places of the Metropolis, very few outsiders had ever marvelled at the beauty of its interior. It was a palace, though none could guess as much from viewing its conventional exterior. In the gorgeous saloon, with its lapis-lazuli columns, its fireplaces of onyx and silver, its delicately panelled walls and silken hangings, Mr. Ezra Maitland sat huddled in a large Louis Quinze chair, a glass of beer before him, a blackened clay pipe between his gums. The muddy marks of his feet showed on the priceless Persian carpet; his hat half eclipsed a golden Venus of Marrionnet, which stood on a pedestal by his side. His hands clasped across his stomach, he glared from under his white eyebrows at the floor. One shaded lamp relieved the gloom, for the silken curtains were drawn and the light of day did not enter.
Presently, with an effort, he reached out, took the mug of beer, which had gone flat, and drained its contents. This done and the mug replaced, he sank back into his former condition of torpor. There was a gentle knock at the door and a footman came in, a man of powder and calves.
"Three gentlemen to see you, sir. Captain Gordon, Mr. Elk, and Mr. Johnson."
The old man suddenly sat up.
"Johnson?" he said. "What does he want?"
"They are in the little drawing-room, sir."
"Push them in," growled the old man.
He seemed indifferent to the presence of the two police officers, and it was Johnson he addressed.
"What do you want?" he asked violently. "What do you mean by coming here?"
"It was my suggestion that Mr. Johnson should come," said Dick.
"Oh, your suggestion, was it?" said the old man, and his attitude was strangely insolent compared with his dejection of the early morning.
Elk's eyes fell upon the empty beer-mug, and he wondered how often that had been filled since Ezra Maitland had returned to the house. He guessed it had been employed fairly often, for there was a truculence in the ancient man's tone, a defiance in his eye, which suggested something more than spiritual exaltation.
"I'm not going to answer any questions," he said loudly. "I'm not going to tell any truth, and I'm not going to tell any lies."
"Mr. Maitland," said Johnson hesitatingly, "these gentlemen are anxious to know about the child."
The old man closed his eyes.
"I'm not going to tell no truth and I'm not going to tell no lies," he repeated monotonously.
"Now, Mr. Maitland," said the good-humoured Elk, "forget your good resolution and tell us just why you lived in that slum of Eldor Street."
"No truth and no lies," murmured the old man. "You can lock me up but I won't tell you anything. Lock me up. My name's Ezra Maitland; I am a millionaire. I've got millions and millions and millions! I could buy you up and I could buy up mostly anybody! Old Ezra Maitland! I've been in the workhouse and I've been in quod."
Dick and his companion exchanged glances, and Elk shook his head to signify the futility of further questioning the old man. Nevertheless, Dick tried again.
"Why did you go to Horsham this morning?" he asked, and could have bitten his tongue when he realized his blunder. Instantly the old man was wide awake.
"I never went to Horsham," he roared. "Don't know what you're talking about. I'm not going to tell you anything. Throw 'em out, Johnson."
When they were in the street again, Elk asked a question.
"No, I've never known him to drink before," said Johnson. "He has always been very abstemious so long as I've known him. I never thought I could persuade him to talk."
"Nor did I," said Dick Gordon—a statement which more than a little surprised the detective.
Dick signalled to the other to get rid of Johnson, and when that philosophical gentleman had been thanked and sent away, Dick Gordon spoke urgently.
"We must have two men in this house at once. What excuse can we offer for planting detectives on Maitland?" Elk pursed his lips.
"I don't know," he confessed. "We shall have to get a warrant before we arrest him; we could easily get another warrant to search the house; but beyond that I fear we can't go, unless he asks for protection."
"Then put him under arrest," said Dick promptly. "What is the charge?"
"Hold him on suspicion of being associated with the Frogs, and if necessary move him to the nearest police station. But it has to be done at once."
Elk was perturbed.
"It isn't a small matter to arrest a millionaire, you know, Captain Gordon. I daresay in America it is simple, and I am told you could pinch the President if you found him with a flask in his pocket. But here it is a little different."
How very different it was, Dick discovered when he made application in private for the necessary warrants. At four o'clock they were delivered to him by the clerk of a reluctant magistrate, and, accompanied by police officers, be went back to Maitland's palatial home.
The footman who admitted them said that Mr. Maitland was lying down and that he did not care to disturb him. In proof, he sent for a second footman, who confirmed the statement.
"Which is his room?" said Dick Gordon. "I am a police officer and I want to see him."
"On the second floor, sir."
He showed them to an electric lift, which carried the five to the second floor. Opposite the lift grille was a large double door, heavily burnished and elaborately gilded.
"Looks more like the entrance to a theatre," said Elk. in an undertone.
Dick knocked. There was no answer. He knocked louder. Still there was no answer. And then, to Elk's surprise, the young man launched himself at the door with all his strength. There was a sound of splitting wood and the door parted. Dick stood in the entrance, rooted to the ground.
Ezra Maitland lay half on the bed, his legs dragging over the side. At his feet was the prostrate figure of the old woman whom he called Matilda. They were both dead, and the pungent fumes of cordite still hung in a blue cloud beneath the ceiling.
XXIX - THE FOOTMAN
Dick ran to the bedside, and one glance at the still figures told him all he wanted to know.
"Both shot," he said, and looked up at the filmy cloud under the ceiling. "May have happened any time—a quarter of an hour ago. This stuff hangs about for hours."
"Hold every servant in the house," said Elk in an undertone to the men who were with him.
A doorway led to a smaller bedroom, which was evidently that occupied by Maitland's sister.
"The shot was fired from this entrance," said Dick. "Probably a silencer was used, but we shall hear about that later."
He searched the floor and found two spent cartridges of a heavy calibre automatic.
"They killed the woman, of course," he said, speaking his thoughts aloud. "I was afraid of this. If I could only have got our men in!"
"You expected him to be murdered?" said Elk in astonishment.
Dick nodded. He was trying the window of the woman's room. It was unfastened, and led on to a narrow parapet, protected by a low balustrade. From there, access could be had into another room on the same floor, and no attempt had been made by the murderer to conceal the fact that this was the way he had passed. The window was wide open, and there were wet footmarks on the floor. It was a guest room, slightly overcrowded with surplus furniture, which had been put there apparently by the housekeeper instead of in a lumber-room.
The door opened again into the corridor, and faced a narrow flight of stairs leading to the servants' quarters above. Elk went down on his knees and examined the tread of the carpet carefully.
"Up here, I think," he said, and ran ahead of his chief.
The third floor consisted entirely of servants' rooms, and it was some time before Elk could pick up the footprints which led directly to No. 1. He tried the handle: it was locked. Taking a pace backward, he raised his foot and kicked open the door. He found himself in a servant's bedroom, which was empty. An attic window opened on to the sloping roof of another parapet, and without a second's hesitation Dick went out, following the course of that very precarious alleyway. Farther along, iron rails protected the walker, and this was evidently one of the ways of escape in case of fire. He followed the "path" across three roofs until he came to a short flight of iron stairs, which reached down to the flat roof of another house, and a guard fire-escape. Guarded it had been, but now the iron gate which barred progress was open, and Dick ran down the narrow stairs into a concrete yard surrounded on three sides by high walls and on the fourth by the back of a house, which was apparently unoccupied, for the blinds were all drawn.
There was a gate in the third wall, and it was ajar. Passing through, he was in a mews. A man was washing a motorcar a dozen paces from where he stood, and they hurried toward him.
"Yes, sir," said the cleaner, wiping his streaming forehead with the back of his hand, "I saw a man come out of there about five minutes ago. He was a servant—a footman or something—I didn't recognize him, but he seemed in a hurry."
"Did he wear a hat?"
The man considered.
"Yes, sir, I think he did," he said. "He went out that way," and he pointed.
The two men hurried along, turned into Berkeley Street, and as they did so, the car-washer turned to the closed doors of his garage and whistled softly. The door opened slowly and Mr. Joshua Broad came out.
"Thank you," he said, and a piece of crisp and crackling paper went into the washer's hand.
He was out of sight before Dick and the detective came back from their vain quest.
No doubt existed in Dick's mind as to who the murderer was. One of the footmen was missing. The remaining servants were respectable individuals of unimpeachable character. The seventh had come at the same time as Mr. Maitland; and although he wore a footman's livery, he had apparently no previous experience of the duties which he was expected to perform. He was an ill-favoured man, who spoke very little, and "kept himself to himself," as they described it; took part in none of their pleasures or gossip; was never in the servants' hall a second longer than was necessary.
"Obviously a Frog," said Elk, and was overjoyed to learn that there was a photograph of the man in existence.
The photograph had its origin in an elaborate and somewhat pointless joke which had been played on the cook by the youngest of the footmen. The joke consisted of finding in the cook's workbasket a photograph of the ugly footman, and for this purpose the young servant had taken a snap of the man.
"Do you know him?" asked Dick, looking at the picture. Elk nodded.
"He has been through my hands, and I don't think I shall have any difficulty in placing him, although for the moment his name escapes me."
A search of the records, however, revealed the identity of the missing man, and by the evening an enlargement of the photograph, and his name, aliases and general characteristics, were locked into the form of every newspaper in the metropolis.
One of the servants had heard the shot, but thought it was the door being slammed—a pardonable mistake, because Mr. Maitland was in the habit of banging doors.
"Maitland was a Frog all right," reported Elk after he had seen the body removed to the mortuary. "He's well decorated on the left wrist—yes, slightly askew. That is one of the points that you've never cleared up to me, Captain Gordon. Why they should be tattooed on the left wrist I can understand, but why the frog shouldn't be stamped square I've never understood."
"That is one of the little mysteries that can't be cleared up until we are through with the big ones," said Dick.
A telegram had been received that afternoon by the missing footman. This fact was not remembered until after Elk had returned to headquarters. A 'phone message through to the district post-office brought a copy of the message. It was very simple.
"Finish and clear," were the three words. The message was unsigned. It had been handed in at the Temple Post Office at two o'clock, and the murderer had lost no time in carrying out his instructions.
Maitland's office was in the hands of the police, and a systematic search had already begun of its documents and books. At seven o'clock that night Elk went to Fitzroy Square, and Johnson opened the door to him. Looking past him, Elk saw that the passage was filled with furniture and packing cases, and remembered that early in the morning Johnson had mentioned that he was moving, and had taken two cheaper rooms in South London.
"You've packed?"
Johnson nodded.
"I hate leaving this place," he said, "but it's much too expensive. It seems as though I shall never get another job, and I'd better face that fact sensibly. If I live at Balham, I can live comfortably. I've very few expensive tastes."
"If you have, you can indulge them," said Elk. "We found the old man's will. He has left you everything!"
Johnson's jaw dropped, his eyes opened wide.
"Are you joking?" he said.
"I was never more serious in my life. The old man has left you every penny he had. Here is a copy of the will: I thought you'd like to see it."
He opened his pocket-case, producing a sheet of foolscap, and Johnson read:
"I, Ezra Maitland, of 593, Eldor Road, in the County of Middlesex, declare this to be my last will and testament, and I formally revoke all other wills and codicils to such wills. I bequeath all my property, movable or immovable, all lands, houses, deeds, shares in stock companies whatsoever, and all jewellery, reversions, carriages, motor-cars, and all other possessions absolutely, to Philip Johnson, of 475, Fitzroy Square, in the County of London, clerk. I declare him to be the only honest man I have ever met with in my long and sorrowful life, and I direct him to devote himself with unremitting care to the destruction of that society or organization which is known as the Frogs, and which for four and twenty years has extracted large sums of blackmail from me."
It was signed in a clerkly hand familiar to Johnson, and was witnessed by two men whose names he knew.
He sat down and did not attempt to speak for a long time.
"I read of the murder in the evening paper," he said after a while. "In fact, I've been up to the house, but the policemen referred me to you, and I knew you were too busy to be bothered. How was he killed?"
"Shot," said Elk.
"Have they caught the man?"
"We shall have him by the morning," said Elk with confidence. "Now that we've taken Balder, there'll be nobody to warn the men we want."
"It is very dreadful," said Johnson after a while. "But this,"—he looked at the paper—"this has quite knocked me out. I don't know what to say. Where was it found?"
"In one of his deed boxes."
"I wish he hadn't," said Johnson with emphasis. "I mean, left me his money. I hate responsibility. I'm temperamentally unfitted to run a big business…I wish he hadn't!"
"How did he take it?" asked Dick when Elk had returned.
"He's absolutely hazed. Poor devil, I felt sorry for him, and I never thought I should feel sorry for any man who came into money. He was just getting ready to move into a cheaper house when I arrived. I suppose he won't go to the Prince of Caux's mansion. The change in Johnson's prospects might make a difference to Ray Bennett: does that strike you, Captain Gordon?"
"I thought of that possibility," said Dick shortly.
He had an interview in the afternoon with the Director of Public Prosecutions in regard to Balder. And that learned gentleman echoed his own fears.
"I can't see how we're going to get a verdict of murder against this man, although it is as plain as daylight that he poisoned Mills and was responsible for the bomb outrage. But you can't hang a man on suspicion, even though the suspicion is not open to doubt. How did he kill Mills, do you think?"
"Mills had a cold," said Dick. "He had been coughing all the way up in the car, and had asked Balder to close the window of the room. Balder obviously closed, or nearly closed the window, and probably slipped a cyanide tablet to the man, telling him it was good for his cold. It was a fairly natural thing for Mills to take and swallow the tablet, and that, I am sure, is what happened. We made a search of Balder's house at Slough, and found a duplicate set of keys, including one to Elk's safe. Balder got there early in the morning and planted the bomb, knowing that Elk and I would be opening the bags that morning."
"And helped Hagn to escape," said the Public Prosecutor.
"That was much more simple," explained Dick. "I gather that the inspector who was seen walking out at half past two was Hagn. When Balder went into the cell to keep the man company; be must have been dressed underneath in the police uniform, and have carried the necessary handcuffs and pass-keys with him. He was not searched—a fact for which I am as much responsible as Elk: The chief danger we had to fear from Balder came from his closeness to us, and his ability to communicate immediately to his chief every movement which we made. His name is Kramer, and he is by birth a Lithuanian. He was expelled from Germany at the age of eighteen for his revolutionary activities, and came to this country two years later, where he joined the police. At what time he came into contact with the Frogs I do not know, but it is fairly clear, from evidence we have obtained, that the man has been engaged in various illegal operations for many years past. I'm afraid you are right about Balder: it will be immensely difficult to get a conviction until we have caught Frog himself."
"And will you catch the Frog, do you think?"
Dick Gordon smiled cryptically.
No fresh news had come about the murder of Maitland and his sister, and he seized the opportunity which the lull gave to him. Ella Bennett was in the vegetable garden, engaged in the prosaic task of digging potatoes when he appeared, and she came running toward him, stripping her leather gloves.
"This is a splendid surprise," she said, and flushed at the consciousness of her own enthusiasm. "Poor man, you must be having a terrible time! I saw the newspaper this morning. Isn't it dreadful about poor Mr. Maitland? He was here yesterday morning."
He nodded.
"Is it true that Mr. Johnson has been left the whole of Maitland's money? Isn't that splendid!"
"Do you like Johnson?" he asked.
"Yes, he's a nice man," she nodded. "I don't know a great deal about him; indeed, I've only met him once or twice, but he was very kind to Ray, and saved him from getting into trouble. I am wondering whether, now that he is rich, he will induce Ray to go back to Maitlands."
"I wonder if he will induce you—" He stopped.
"Induce me to what?" she asked in astonishment.
"Johnson is rather fond of you—he's never made any disguise of the fact, and he's a very rich man. Not that I think that would make any difference to you," he added hastily. "I'm not a very rich man, but I'm comfortably off."
The fingers in his hand stole round his, and pressed them tightly, and then suddenly they relaxed.
"I don't know," she said, and drew herself free.
"Father said—" She hesitated. "I don't think father would like it. He thinks there is such a difference between our social positions."
"Rats!" said Dick inelegantly.
"And there's something else." She found it an effort to tell him what that something was. "I don't know what father does for a living, but it is…work that he never wishes to speak about; something that he looks upon as disgraceful."
The last words were spoken so low that he hardly caught them.
"Suppose I know the worst about your father?" he asked quietly, and she stood back, looking at him from under knit brows.
"Do you mean that? What is it, Dick?"
He shook his head.
"I may know or I may not. It is only a wild guess. And you're not to tell him that I know, or that I'm in any way suspicious. Will you please do that for me?"
"And knowing this, would it make any difference to you?"
"None."
She had plucked a flower, and was pulling it petal from petal in her abstraction.
"Is it very dreadful?" she asked. "Has he committed a crime? No, no, don't tell me."
Once more he was near her, his arm about her trembling shoulders, his hand beneath her chin.
"My dear!" murmured the youthful Public Prosecutor, and forgot there was such a thing as murder in the world.
John Bennett was glad to see him, eager to tell the news of his triumph. He had a drawer full of press cuttings, headed "Wonderful Nature Studies. Remarkable Pictures by an Amateur," and others equally flattering. And there had come to him a cheque which had left him gasping.
"This means—you don't know what it means to me, Mr. Gordon," he said, "or Captain Gordon—I always forget you've got a military title. When that boy of mine recovers his senses and returns home, he's going to have just the good time he wants. He's at the age when most boys are fools—what I call the showing-off age. Sometimes it runs to pimples and introspection, sometimes to the kind of life that a man doesn't like to look back on. Ray has probably taken the less vicious course."
It was a relief to hear the man speak so. Dick always thought of Ray Bennett as one who had committed the unforgiveable sin.
"This time next year I'm going to be an artist of leisure," said John Bennett, who looked ten years younger.
Dick offered to drive him to town, but this he would not hear of. He had to make a call at Dorking. Apparently he had letters addressed to him in that town (Dick learnt of this from the girl) concerning his mysterious errands. Dick left Horsham with a heart lighter than he had brought w that little country town, and was in the mood to rally Inspector Elk for the profound gloom which had settled on him since he had discovered that there was not sufficient evidence to try Balder for his life.
XXX - THE TRAMPS
Lew Brady sat disconsolately in Lola Bassano's pretty drawing-room, and a more incongruous figure in that delicate setting it was impossible to imagine. A week's growth of beard had transfigured him into the most unsavoury looking ruffian, and the soiled old clothes he wore, the broken and discoloured boots, the grimy shirt, no less than his own personal uncleanliness of appearance made him a revolting object.
So Lola thought, eyeing him anxiously, a foreboding of trouble in her heart.
"I'm finished with the Frog," growled Brady. "He pays—of course he pays! But how long is it going on, Lola? You brought me into this!" He glowered at her.
"I brought you in, when you wanted to be brought into something," she said calmly. "You can't live on my savings all your life, Lew, and it was nearly time you made a little on the side."
He played with a silver seal, twiddling it between his fingers, his eyes gloomily downcast.
"Balder's caught, and the old man's dead," he said. "They're the big people. What chance have I got?"
"What were your instructions, Lew?" she asked for the twentieth time that day.
He shook his head.
"I'm taking no risks, Lola. I don't trust anybody, not even you."
He took a small bottle from his pocket and examined it.
"What is that?" she asked curiously.
"Dope of some kind."
"Is that part of the instructions too?"
He nodded.
"Are you going in your own name?"
"No, I'm not," he snapped. "Don't ask questions. I'm not going to tell you anything, see? This trip's going to last a fortnight, and when it's finished, I'm finished with Frog."
"The boy—is he going with you?"
"How do I know? I'm to meet somebody somewhere, and that's all about it." He looked at the clock and rose with a grunt. "It's the last time I shall sit in a decent parlour for a fortnight." He gave a curt nod and walked to the door.
There was a servants' entrance, a gallery which was reached through the kitchen, and he passed down the stairs unobserved, into the night.
It was dark by the time he reached Barnet; his feet were aching; he was hot and wretched. He had, suffered the indignity of being chased off the pavement by a policeman he could have licked with one hand, and he cursed the Frog with every step he took. There was still a long walk ahead of him once he was clear of Barnet; and it was not until a village clock was striking the hour of eleven that he ambled up to a figure that was sitting on the side of the road, just visible in the pale moonlight, but only recognizable when he spoke.
"Is that you?" said a voice.
"Yes, it's me. You're Carter aren't you?"
"Good Lord!" gasped Ray as he recognized the voice.
"It's Lew Brady!"
"It's nothing of the kind!" snarled the other man. "My name's Phenan. Yours is Carter. Sit down for a bit. I'm dead beat."
"What is the idea?" asked the youth as they sat side by side.
"How the devil do I know?" said the other savagely as, with a tender movement, he slipped off his boots and rubbed his bruised feet.
"I had no idea it was you," said Ray.
"I knew it was you, all right," said the other. "And why I should be called upon to take a mug around this country, God knows!"
After a while he was rested sufficiently to continue the tramp.
"There's a barn belonging to a shopkeeper in the next village. He'll let us sleep there for a few pence."
"Why not try to get a room?"
"Don't be a fool," snapped Lew. "Who's going to take in a couple of tramps, do you think? We know we're clean, but they don't. No, we've got to go the way the tramps go.
"Where? To Nottingham?"
"I don't know. If they told you Nottingham, I should say that's the last place in the world we shall go to. I've got a sealed envelope in my pocket. When we reach Baldock I shall open it."
They slept that night in the accommodating barn—a draughty shed, populated, it seemed, by chickens and rats, and Ray had a restless night and thought longingly of his own little bed at Maytree Cottage. Strangely enough, be did not dwell on the more palatial establishment in Knightsbridge.
The next day it rained, and they did not reach Baldock until late in the afternoon, and, sitting down under the cover of a hedge, Brady opened the envelope and read its contents, his companion watching him expectantly.
"You will branch from Baldock and take the nearest G.W. train for Bath. Then by road to Gloucester. At the village of Laverstock you will reveal to Carter the fact that you are married to Lola Bassano. You should take him to the Red Lion for this purpose, and tell him as offensively as possible in order to force a quarrel, but in no circumstances are you to allow him to part company from you. Go on to Ibbley Copse. You will find an open space near where three dead trees stand, and there you will stop, take back the statement you made that you are married to Lola, and make an apology. You are carrying with you a whisky flask; you must have the dope and the whisky together at this point. After he is asleep, you will make your way to Gloucester, to 289 Hendry Street, where you will find a complete change of clothing. Here you will shave and return to town by the 2.19."
Every word, every syllable, he read over and over again, until he had mastered the details. Then, striking a match, he set fire to the paper and watched it burn.
"What are the orders?" asked Ray.
"The same as yours, I suppose. What did you do with yours?"
"Burnt them," said Ray. "Did he tell you where we're going?"
"We are going to take the Gloucester Road; I thought we should. That means striking across country till we reach the Bath Road. We can take a train to Bath."
"Thank goodness for that!" said Ray fervently. "I don't feel I can walk another step."
At seven o'clock that night, two tramps turned out of a third-class carriage on Bath station. One, the younger, was limping slightly, and sat down on a station seat.
"Come on, you can't stay here," said the other gruffly. "We'll get a bed in the town. There's a Salvation Army shelter somewhere in Bath."
"Wait a bit," said the other. "I'm so cramped with sitting in that infernal carriage that I can hardly move."
They had joined the London train at Reading, and the passengers were pouring down the steps to the subway. Ray looked at them enviously. They had homes to go to, clean and comfortable beds to sleep in. The thought of it gave him a pain. And then he saw a figure and shrank back. A tall, angular man, who carried a heavy box in one hand and a bag in the other.
It was his father.
John Bennett went down the steps, with a casual glance at the two unsavoury tramps on the seat, never dreaming that one was the son whose future he was at that moment planning.
John Bennett spent an ugly night, and an even more ugly early morning. He collected the camera where he had left it, at a beerhouse on the outskirts of the town, and, fixing the improvised carrier, he slipped the big box on his back, and, with his bag in his hand, took the road. A policeman eyed him disapprovingly as he passed, and seemed in two minds as to whether or not he should stop him, but refrained. The strength and stamina of this grey man were remarkable. He breasted a hill and, without slackening his pace, reached the top, and strode steadily along the white road that was cut in the face of the hill. Below him stretched the meadow lands of Somerset, vast fields speckled with herds, glittering streaks of light where the river wound; above his head a blue sky, flecked white here and there. As he walked, the load on his heart was absorbed. All that was bright and happy in life came to him. His hand strayed to his waistcoat pocket mechanically. There were the precious press cuttings that he had brought from town and had read and re-read in the sleepless hours of the night.
He thought of Ella, and all that Ella meant to him, and of Dick Gordon—but that made him wince, and he came back to the comfort of his pictures. Somebody had told him that there were badgers to be seen; a man in the train had carefully located a veritable paradise for the lover of Nature; and it was toward this beauty spot that he was making his way with the aid of a survey map which he had bought overnight at a stationer's shop.
Another hour's tramp brought him to a wooden hollow, and, consulting his map, he found he had reached his objective. There was ample evidence of the truth that his chance-found friend had told him. He saw a stoat, flying on the heels of a terrified rabbit; a hawk wheeled ceaselessly on stiff pinions above him; and presently he found the "run" he was looking for, the artfully concealed entrance to a badger's lair.
In the years he had been following his hobby he had overcome many difficulties, learnt much. To-day, failure had taught him something of the art of concealment, It took him time to poise and hide the camera in a bus of wild laurel, and even then it was necessary that he should take a long shot, for the badger is the shyest of its kind. There were young ones in the lair: he saw evidence of that; and a badger who has young is doubly shy.
He had replaced the pneumatic attachment which set the camera moving, by an electrical contrivance, and this enabled him to work with greater surety. He unwound the long flex and laid it to its fullest extent, taking a position on the slope of the hill eighty yards away, making himself comfortable. Taking off his coat, which acted as a pillow on which his arms rested, he put his field-glasses near at hand.
He had been waiting half an hour when he thought he saw a movement at the mouth of the burrow, and slowly focussed his glasses. It was the tip of a black nose he saw, and he took the switch of the starter in his hand, ready to set the camera revolving. Minutes followed minutes; five—ten—fifteen—but there was no further movement in the burrow, and in a dull way John Bennett was glad, because the warmth of the day, combined with his own weariness and his relaxed position, brought to him a rare sensation of bodily comfort and well-being. Deeper and deeper grew the languorous haze of comfort that fell on him like a fog, until it obscured all that was visible and audible. John Bennett slept, and, sleeping, dreamed of success and of peace and of freedom from all that had broken his heart, and had dried up the sweet waters of life within him. In his dream he heard voices and a sharp sound, like a shot. But he knew it was not a shot, and shivered. He knew that "crack," and in his sleep clenched his hands convulsively. The electric starter was still in his hand.
* * * * * *
At nine o'clock that morning there had come into Laverstock two limping tramps, though one limped more than the other. The bigger of the two stopped at the door of the Red Lion, and an unfriendly landlord surveyed the men over the top of the curtain which gave the habitués of the bar a semi-privacy.
"Come in," growled Lew Brady.
Ray was glad to follow. The landlord' bulk blocked the entrance to the bar.
"What do you want?" he asked.
"I want a drink."
"There's no free drinks going in this parish," said the landlord, looking at the unpromising customer.
"Where did you get that 'free drink' stuff from?" snarled Lew. "My money's as good as anybody else's, isn't it?"
"If it's honestly come by," said the landlord. "Let us have a look at it."
Lew pulled out a handful of silver, and the master of the Red Lion stood back.
"Come in," he said, "but don't make a home of my bar. You can have your drink and go."
Lew growled the order, and the landlord poured out the two portions of whisky.
"Here's yours, Carter," said Lew, and Ray swallowed the fiery dram and choked.
"I'll be glad to get back," said Lew in a low voice. "It's all right for you single men, but this tramping is pretty tough on us fellows who've got wives—even though the wives aren't all they might be."
"I didn't know you were married," said Ray, faintly interested.
"There's a lot you don't know," sneered the other. "Of course I'm married. You were told once, and you hadn't the brains to believe it."
Ray looked at the man open-mouthed.
"Do you mean—what Gordon said?"
The other nodded.
"You mean that Lola is your wife?"
"Why, certainly she's my wife," said Lew coolly. "I don't know how many husbands she's had, but I'm her present one."
"Oh, my God!"
Ray whispered the words.
"What's the matter with you? And take that look off your face," said Lew Brady viciously. "I'm not blaming you for being sweet on her. I like to see people admire my wife, even such kids as you."
"Your wife!" said Ray again. He could not believe the man was speaking the truth. "Is she—is she a Frog?"
"Why shouldn't she be?" said Brady. "And keep your voice down, can't you? That fat old devil behind the counter is trying hard to listen. Of course she's Frog, and she's crook. We're all crooks. You're crook too. That's the way with Lola, she likes the crooks best. Perhaps you'll have a chance, after you've done a job or two—"
"You beast!" hissed Ray, and struck the man full in the face.
Before Lew Brady could come to his feet, the landlord was between them.
"Outside, both of you!" he shouted, and, dashing to the door, roared half a dozen names. He was back in time to see Lew Brady on his feet, glaring at the other.
"You'll know all about that, Mr. Carter, one of these days," he said. "I'll settle with you!"
"And, by God, I'll settle with you!" said Ray furiously, and at that moment a brawny ostler caught him by the arm and flung him into the road outside.
He waited for Brady to come out.
"I've finished with you," he said. His face was white, his voice was quivering. "Finished with the whole rotten shoot of you! I'm going back."
"You're not going back," said Lew. "Oh, listen, boy, what's making you mad? We've got to go on to Gloucester, and we might as well finish our job. And if you don't want to be with me after that—well, you can go ahead just as you like."
"I'm going alone," said Ray.
"Don'ts be a fool." Lew Brady came after him and seized his arm.
For a second the situation looked ugly to the onlookers, and then, with a shrug, Ray Bennett suffered the arm to remain.
"I don't believe you," he said—the first words he spoke for half an hour after they had left the Red Lion. "Why should you have lied?"
"I've got sick of your good temper, that's the whole truth, Ray—just sick to death of it. I had to make you mad, or I'd have gone mad myself."
"But is it true about Lola?"
"Of course it's not true," lied Brady contemptuously.
"Do you think she'd have anything to do with a chap like me? Not likely! Lola's a good 'girl. Forget all I said, Ray."
"I shall ask her myself. She wouldn't lie to me," said the boy.
"Of course she wouldn't lie to you," agreed the other.
They were nearing their rendezvous now—the tree-furred cut in the hills—and his eyes were searching for the three white trunks that the lightning had struck. Presently he saw them.
"Come on in, and I'll tell you all about it," he said. "I'm not going to walk much farther to-day. My feet are so raw you couldn't cook 'em!"
He led the way between the trees, over the age-old carpet of pine needles, and presently he stopped.
"Sit down here, boy," he said, "and let us have a drink and a smoke."
Ray sat with his head on his hands, a figure so supremely miserable that any other man than Lew Brady would have felt sorry for him.
"The whole truth is," began Lew slowly, "that Lola's very strong for you, boy."
"Then why did you tell me the other thing? Who was that?" He looked round.
"What is it?" asked Lew. His own nerves were on edge.
"I thought I heard somebody moving."
"A twig broke. Rabbits, it may be; there are thousands of 'em round here," said Lew. "No, Lola's a good girl." He fished from his pocket a flask, pulled off the cup at the bottom and unscrewed the stopper, holding the flask to the light. "She's a good girl," he repeated, "and may she never be anything else."
He poured out a cupful, looked at the remainder in the Mottle.
"I'm going to drink her health, No, you drink first." Ray shook his head.
"I don't like the stuff," he said. The other man laughed.
"For a fellow who's been pickled night after night, that's certainly an amusing view to take," he said. "If you can't hold a dram of whisky for the sake of drinking Lola's health, well, you re a poor—"
"Give it to me." Ray snatched the cup, but spilt a portion, and, drinking down the contents at a draught, he threw the metal holder to his companion.
"Ugh! I don't care for that whisky. I don't think I care for any whisky at all. There's nothing harder to pretend you like than drinking, if you don't happen to like it."
"I don't think anybody likes it at first," said Lew. "It's like tomatoes—a cultivated taste."
He was watching his companion keenly.
"Where do we go from Gloucester?" asked Ray.
"We don't go anywhere from Gloucester. We just stop there for a day, and then we change and come back."
"It's a stupid idea," said Ray Bennett, screwing up his eyes and yawning. "Who is this Frog, Lew?" He yawned again, lay back on the grass, his hands under his head.
Lew Brady emptied the remainder of the flask's contents upon the grass, screwed up the stopper and shook the cup before he rose and walked across to the sleeping boy.
"Hi, get up!" he said.
There was no answer.
"Get up, you!"
With a groan, Ray turned over, his head on his arms, and did not move again. A sudden misgiving carne to Lew Brady. Suppose he was dead? He went livid at the thought. That quarrel, so cleverly engineered by the Frog, would be enough to convict him. He whipped the flask from his pocket and slipped it into the coat pocket of the sleeper. And then he heard a sound, and, turning, saw a man watching him. Lew stared, opened his mouth to speak, and:
"Plop!"
He saw the flash of the flame before the bullet struck him. He tried to open his mouth to speak, and:
"Plop!"
Lew Brady was dead before he touched the ground.
The man removed the silencer of the pistol, walked leisurely across to where Ray Bennett was sleeping, and put the pistol by his hand. Then he came back and turned over the body of the dead man, looking down into the face. Taking one of three cigars from his waistcoat pocket, he lit it, being careful to put the match in the box whence he had taken it. He liked smoking cigars—especially other men's cigars. Then, without haste, he walked back the way he had come, gained the main road after a careful reconnaissance, and reached the car he had left by the roadside.
Inside the car a youth was sitting in the shelter of the curtained hood, loose-mouthed, glassy-eyed, staring at nothing. He wore an ill-fitting suit and one end of his collar was unfastened.
"You know this place, Bill?"
"Yes, sir." The voice was guttural and hoarse. "Ibbley Copse."
"You have just killed a man: you shot him, just as you said you did in your confession."
The half-witted youth nodded.
"I killed him because I hated him," he said.
The Frog nodded obediently and got into the driver's seat…
John Bennett woke with a start. He looked at the damp bell-push in his hand with a rueful smile, and began winding up the flex. Presently he reached the bush where the camera was concealed, and, to his dismay, found that the indicator showed the loss—for loss it was—of five hundred feet. He looked at the badger hole resentfully, and there, as in mockery, he saw again the tip of a black nose, and shook his fist at it. Beyond, he saw two men lying, both asleep, and both, apparently, tramps.
He carried the camera back to where he had left his coat, put it on, hoisted the box into position and set off for Laverstock village, where, if his watch was right, he could catch the local that would connect him with Bath in time for the London express; and as he walked, he calculated his loss.
XXXI - THE CHEMICAL CORPORATION
Elk had promised to dine at Gordon's club. Dick waited for him until twenty minutes past the hour of appointment, and Elk had neither telephoned nor put in an appearance. At twenty-five minutes past he arrived in a hurry.
"Good Lord!" he gasped, looking at the clock. ".I had no idea it was so late, Captain. I must buy a watch."
They went into the dining-hall together, and Elk felt that he was entering a church, there was such solemn dignity about the stately room, with its prim and silent diners.
"It certainly has Heron's beat in the matter of Dicky-Orum."
"I don't know the gentleman," said the puzzled Dick. "Oh, do you mean decorum? Yes, this is a little more sedate. What kept you, Elk? I'm not complaining, but when you're not on time, I worry as to what has happened to you."
"Nothing has happened to me," said Elk, nodding pleasantly to an embarrassed club waiter. "Only we had an inquiry in Gloucester. I thought we'd struck another Frog case, but the two men involved had no Frog marks."
"Who are they?"
"Phenan is one—he's the man that's dead."
"A murder?"
"I think so," said Elk, spearing a sardine. "I think he was thoroughly dead when they found him at Ibbley Copse. They pinched the man who was with him; he was drunk. Apparently they'd been to Laverstock and had quarrelled and fought in the bar of the Red Lion. The police were informed later, and telephoned through to the next village, to tell the constable to keep his eye on these two fellows, but they hadn't passed through, so they sent a bicycle patrol to look for them—there's been one or two housebreakings in that neighbourhood."
"And they found them?"
Elk nodded.
"One man dead and the other man bottled. Apparently they'd quarrelled, and the drunken gentleman shot the other. They're both tramps or of that class. Identification marks on them show they've come from Wales. They slept at Bath last night, at Rooney's lodging-house, and that's all that's known of 'em. Carter is the murderer—they've taken him to Gloucester Gaol. It's a very simple case, and the Gloucester police gave a haughty smile at the idea of calling in Headquarters. It is a crime, anyway, that is up to the intellectual level of the country police."
Dick's lips twitched.
"Just now, the country police are passing unpleasant comments on our intelligence," he said.
"Let 'um," scoffed Elk. "Those people are certainly entitled to their simple pleasures, and I'd be the last to deny them the right. I saw John Bennett in town to-night, at Paddington this time. I'm always knocking against him at railway stations. That man is certainly a traveller. He had his old camera with him too. I spoke to him this time, and he's full of trouble; went to sleep, pushed the gadget in his dreams and wasted a fortune in film. But he's pleased with himself, and I don't wonder. I saw a note about his pictures the other day in one of the newspapers. He looks like turning into a first-class success."
"I sincerely hope so," said Dick quietly, and something in his tone made his guest look up.
"Which reminds me," he said, "that I had a note from friend Johnson asking me whether I knew Ray Bennett's address. He said he called up Heron's Club, but-Ray hadn't been there for days. He wants to give him a job. Quite a big position, too. There's a lot that's very fine in Johnson."
"Did you give the address?"
Elk nodded.
"I gave him the address, and I called on the boy, but he's out of town—went out a few days ago, and is not likely to be back for a fortnight. It will be too bad if he loses this job. I think Johnson was sore with the side young Bennett put on, but he doesn't seem to bear any malice. Perhaps there's another influence at work," he said significantly.
Dick knew that he meant Ella, but did not accept the opening.
They adjourned to the smoke-room after dinner, and whilst Elk puffed luxuriously at one of his host's best cigars, Dick wrote a brief note to the girl, who had been in his thoughts all that day. It was an unnecessary note, as such epistles are liable to be; but it might have had, as its excuse, the news that he had heard from Elk, only, for some reason, he never thought of that until after the letter was finished and sealed. When he turned to his companion, Elk propounded a theory.
"I sent a man up to look at some chemical works. It's a fake company—less than a dozen hands employed, and those only occasionally. But it has a very powerful electrical installation. It is an old poison gas factory. The present company bought it for a song, and two fellows we are holding were the nominal purchasers."
"Where is it?" asked Dick.
"Between Newbury and Didcot. I found out a great deal about them for a curious reason. It appears there was some arrangement between the factory, when it was under Government control, that it should make an annual contribution to the Newbury Fire Brigade, and, in taking over the property, the company also took over that contract, which they're now trying to get out of, for the charge is a stiff one. They told the Newbury Brigade, in so many words, to disconnect the factory from their alarm service, but the Newbury Brigade, being on a good thing and having lost money by the arrangement during the war, refused to cancel the contract, which has still three years to run."
Dick was not interested in the slightest degree in the quarrel between the chemical factory and the fire brigade. Later, he had cause to be thankful that conversation had drifted into such a prosaic channel; but this he could not foresee.
"Yes, very remarkable," he said absent-mindedly.
* * * * *
A fortnight after the disappearance from town of Ray Bennett, Elk accepted the invitation of the American to lunch. It was an invitation often given, and only accepted now because there had arisen in Elk's mind a certain doubt about Joshua Broad—a doubt which he wished to mould into assurance.
Broad was waiting for the detective when he 'arrived, and Elk, to whom time had no particular significance, arrived ten minutes late.
"Ten minutes after one," said Elk. "I can't keep on time anyhow. There's been a lot of trouble at the office over the new safe they've got me. Somethin's wrong with it, and even the lock-maker doesn't know what it is."
"Can't you open it?"
"That's just it, I can't, and I've got to get some papers out to-day that are mighty important," said Elk. "I was wondering, as I came along, whether, having such a wide experience of the criminal classes, you've ever heard any way by which it could be opened—it needs a proper engineer, and, if I remember rightly, you told me you were an engineer once, Mr. Broad?"
"Your memory is at fault," said the other calmly as he unfolded his napkin and regarded the detective with a twinkle in his eye. "Safe-opening is not my profession."
"And I never dreamt it was," said Elk heartily. "But it has always struck me that the Americans are much more clever with their hands than the people in this country, and I thought that you might be able to give me a word of advice."
"Maybe I'll introduce you to my pet burglar," said Broad gravely, and they laughed together. "What do you think of me?" asked the American unexpectedly. "I'm not expecting you to give your view of my character or personal appearance, but what do you think I am doing in London, dodging around, doing nothing but a whole lot of amateur police work?"
"I've never given you much thought," said Elk untruthfully. "Being an American, I expect you to be out of the ordinary—"
"Flatterer," murmured Mr. Broad.
"I wouldn't go so far as to flatter you," protested Elk. "Flattery is repugnant to me anyway."
He unfolded an evening newspaper he had brought. "Looking for those tailless amphibians?"
"Eh?" Elk looked up puzzled.
"Frogs," explained the other.
"No, I'm not exactly looking for Frogs, though I understand a few of 'em are looking for me. As a matter of fact, there's very little in the newspaper about those interesting animals, but there's going to be!"
"When?"
The question was a challenge.
"When we get Frog Number One."
Mr. Broad crumpled a roll in his hand, and broke it.
"Do you think you'll get Number One before I get him?" he asked quietly, and Elk looked across the table over his spectacles.
"I've been wondering that for a long time," he said, and for a second their eyes met.
"Do you think I shall get him?" asked Broad.
"If all my speculations and surmises are what they ought to be, I think you will," said Elk, and suddenly his attention was focussed upon a paragraph. "Quick work," he said. "We beat you Americans in that respect."
"In what respect is that?" asked Broad. "I'm sufficient of a cosmopolitan to agree that there are many things in England which you do better than we in America."
Elk looked up at the ceiling.
"Fifteen days?" he said. "Of course, he just managed to catch the Assizes."
"Who's that?"
"That man Carter, who shot a tramp near Gloucester," said Elk.
"What has happened to him?" asked the other.
"He was sentenced to death this morning," said the detective.
Joshua Broad frowned.
"Sentenced to death this morning? Carter, you say? I didn't read the story of the murder."
"There was nothing complicated about it," said Elk. "Two tramps had a quarrel—I think they got drinking—and one shot the other and was found lying in a drunken sleep by the dead man's side. There's practically no evidence; the prisoner refused to make any statement, or to instruct a lawyer—it must have been one of the shortest murder trials on record."
"Where did this happen?" asked Broad, arousing himself from the reverie into which he had fallen.
"Near Gloucester. There was little in the paper; it wasn't a really interesting murder. There was no woman in it, so far as the evidence went, and who cared a cent about two tramps?"
He folded the paper and put it down, and for the rest of the meal was engaged in a much more fascinating discussion, the police methods of the United States, on which matter Mr. Broad was, apparently, something of an authority.
The object of the American's invitation was very apparent. Again and again he attempted to turn the conversation to the man under arrest; and as skilfully as he introduced the subject of Balder, did Elk turn the discussion back to the merits of the third degree as a method of crime detection.
"Elk, you're as close as an oyster," said Broad, beckoning a waiter to bring his bill. "And yet I could tell you almost as much about this man Balder as you know."
"Tell me the prison he's in?" demanded Elk.
"He's in Pentonville, Ward Seven, Cell Eighty-four," said the other immediately, and Elk sat bolt upright. "And you needn't trouble to shift him to somewhere else, just because I happen to know his exact location; I should be just as well informed if he was at Brixton, Wandsworth, Holloway, Wormwood Scrubbs, Maidstone, or Chelmsford."
XXXII - IN GLOUCESTER PRISON
There is a cell in Gloucester Prison; the end cell in a long corridor of the old building. Next door is another cell, which is never occupied, for an excellent reason. That in which Ray Bennett sat was furnished more expensively than any other in the prison. There was an iron bedstead, a plain deal table, a comfortable Windsor chair and two other chairs, on one of which, night and day, sat a warder.
The walls were distempered pink. One big window, near the ceiling, heavily barred, covered with toughened opaque glass, admitted light, which was augmented all the time by an electric globe in the arched ceiling.
Three doors led from the cell: one into the corridor, the other into a little annexe fitted with a washing-bowl and a bath; the third into the unoccupied cell, which had a wooden floor, and in the centre of the floor a square trap. Ray Bennett did not know then how close he was to the death house, and if he had known he would not have cared. For death was the least of the terrors which oppressed him.
He had awakened from his drugged sleep, to find himself in the cell of a country lock-up, and had heard, bemused, the charge of murder that had been made against him. He had no clear recollection of what had happened. All that he knew was that he had hated Lew Brady and that he had wanted to kill him. After that, he had a recollection of walking with him and of sitting down somewhere.
They told him that Brady was dead, and that the weapon with which the murder was committed had been found in his hand. Ray had racked his brains in an effort to remember whether he had a revolver or not. He must have had. And of course he had been drugged. They had had whisky at the Red Lion, and Lew must have said something about Lola and he had shot him. It was strange that he did not think longingly of Lola. His love for her had gone. He thought of her as he thought of Lew Brady, as something unimportant that belonged to the past. All that mattered now was that his father and Ella should not know. At all costs the disgrace must be kept from them. He had waited in a fever of impatience for the trial to end, so that he might get away from the public gaze. Fortunately, the murder was not of sufficient interest even for the ubiquitous press photographers. He wanted to be done with it all, to go out of life unknown. The greatest tragedy that could occur to him was that he should be identified.
He dared not think of Ella or of his father. He was Jim Carter, without parents or friends; and if he died as Jim Carter, he must spend his last days of life as Jim Carter. He was not frightened; he had no fear, his only nightmare was that he should be recognized.
The warder who was with him, and who was not supposed to speak to him, had told him that, by the law, three clear Sundays must elapse between his sentence and execution. The chaplain visited him every day, and the Governor. A tap at the cell door told him it was the Governor's hour, and he rose as the grey-haired official carne in.
"Any complaints, Carter?"
"None, sir."
"Is there anything you want?"
"No, sir."
The Governor looked at the table. The writing-pad, which had been placed for the condemned prisoner's use, had not been touched.
"You have no letters to write? I suppose you can write?"
"Yes, sir. I've no letters to write."
"What are you, Carter? You're not an ordinary tramp. You're better educated than that class."
"I'm an ordinary tramp, sir," said Ray quietly.
"Have you all the books you need?"
Ray nodded, and the Governor went out. Every day came these inevitable inquiries. Sometimes the Governor made reference to his friends, but he grew tired of asking questions about the unused blotting-pad.
Ray Bennett had reached the stage of sane understanding where he did not even regret. It was inevitable. He had been caught up in the machinery of circumstance, and must go slowly round to the crashing-place. Every morning and afternoon he paced the square exercise yard, watched by three men in uniform, and jealously screened from the observation of other prisoners; and his serenity amazed all who saw him. He was caught up in the wheel and must go the full round. He could even smile at himself, observe his own vanity with the eye of an outsider. And he could not weep, because there was nothing left to weep about. He was already a dead man. Nobody troubled to organize a reprieve for him; he was too uninteresting a murderer. The newspapers did not flame into headlines, demanding a new trial. Fashionable lawyers would not foregather to discuss an appeal. He had murdered; he must die.
Once, when he was washing, and was about to put his hand in the water, he saw the reflection of his face staring back at him, and he did not recognize himself, for his beard had grown weedily. He laughed, and when the wondering warders looked at him, he said:
"I'm only now beginning to cultivate a sense of humour—-I've left it rather late, haven't I?"
He could have had visitors, could have seen anybody he wished, but derived a strange satisfaction from his isolation. He had done with all that was artificial and emotional in life. Lola? He thought of her again and shook his head. She was very pretty. He wondered what she would do now that Lew was dead; what she was doing at that moment. He thought, too, of Dick Gordon, remembered that he liked him that day when Dick had given him a ride in his big Rolls. How queerly far off that seemed! And yet it could have only been a few months ago.
One day the Governor came in a more ceremonial style, and with him was a gentleman whom Ray remembered having seen in the court-house on the day of the trial. It was the Under Sheriff, and there was an important communication to be made. The Governor had to clear his throat twice.
"Carter," he said a little unsteadily, "the Secretary of State has informed me that he sees no reason for interfering with the course of the law. The High Sheriff has fixed next Wednesday morning at eight o'clock as the date and hour of your execution."
Ray inclined his head.
"Thank you, sir," he said.
XXXIII - THE FROG OF THE NIGHT
John Bennett emerged from the wood-shed, which he had converted into a dark room, bearing a flat square box in either hand.
"Don't talk to me for a minute, Ella," he said as she rose from her knees—she was weeding her own pet garden—"or I shall get these blamed things mixed. This one"—he shook his right hand—"is a picture of trout, and it is a great picture," he said enthusiastically. "The man who runs the trout farm, let me take it through the glass side of the trench, and it was a beautifully sunny day."
"What is the other one, daddy?" she asked, and John Bennett pulled a face.
"That is the dud," he said regretfully. "Five hundred feet of good film gone west! I may have got a picture by accident, but I can't afford to have it developed on the off-chance. I'll keep it by, and one day, when I'm rolling in money, I'll go to the expense of satisfying my curiosity."
He took the boxes into the house, and turned round to his stationery rack to find two adhesive labels, and had finished writing them, when Dick Gordon's cheery voice came through the open window. He rose eagerly and went out to him.
"Well, Captain Gordon, did you get it?" he asked.
"I got it," said Dick solemnly, waving an envelope. "You're the first cinematographer that has been allowed in the Zoological Gardens, and I had to crawl to the powers that be to secure the permission!"
The pale face of John Bennett flushed with pleasure.
"It is a tremendous thing," he said. "The Zoo has never been put on the pictures, and Selinski has promised me a fabulous sum for the film if I can take it."
"The fabulous sum is in your pocket, Mr. Bennett," said Dick, "and I am glad that you mentioned it."
"I am under the impression you mentioned it first," said John Bennett. Ella did not remember having seen her father smile before.
"Perhaps I did," said Dick cheerfully. "I knew you were interested in animal photography."
He did not tell John Bennett that it was Ella who had first spoken about the difficulties of securing Zoo photographs and her father's inability to obtain the necessary permission.
John Bennett went back to his labelling with a lighter heart than he had borne for many a day. He wrote the two slips, wetted the gum and hesitated. Then he laid down the papers and went into the garden.
"Ella, do you remember which of those boxes had the trout in?"
"The one in your right hand, daddy," she said.
"I thought so," he said, and went to finish his work.
It was only after the boxes were labelled that he had any misgivings. Where had he stood when he put them down? On which side of the table? Then, with a shrug, he began to wrap the trout picture, and they saw him carrying it under his arm to the village post-office.
"No news of Ray?" asked Dick.
The girl shook her head.
"What does your father think?"
"He doesn't talk about Ray, and I haven't emphasized the fact that it is such a long time since I had a letter."
They were strolling through the garden toward the little summer-house that John Bennett had built in the days when Ray was a schoolboy.
"You have not heard?" she asked. "I credit you with an omniscience which perhaps isn't deserved. You have not found the man who killed Mr. Maitland?"
"No," said Dick. "I don't expect we shall until we catch Frog himself."
"Will you?" she asked quietly.
He nodded.
"Yes, he can't go on for ever. Even Elk is taking a cheerful view. Ella," he asked suddenly, "are you the kind of person who keeps a promise?"
"Yes," she said in surprise, "In all circumstances, if you make a promise, do you keep it?"
"Why, of course. If I do not think I can keep it, I do not make a promise. Why?"
"Well, I want you to make me a promise—and to keep it," he said.
She looked past him, and then:
"It depends what the promise is."
"I want you to promise to be my wife," said Dick Gordon.
Her hand lay in his, and she did not draw it from him.
"It is…very…businesslike, isn't it?" she said, biting her unruly underlip.
"Will you promise?"
She looked round at him, tears in her eyes, though her lips were smiling, and he caught her in his arms.
John Bennett waited a long time for his lunch that day. Going out to see where his daughter was, he met Dick, and in a few words Dick Gordon told him all. He saw the pain in the man's face, and dropped his hand upon the broad shoulder.
"Ella has promised me, and she will not go back on her promise. Whatever happens, whatever she learns."
The man raised his eyes to the other's face.
"Will you go back on your promise?" he asked huskily. "Whatever you learn?
"I know," said Dick simply.
Ella Bennett walked on air that day. A new and splendid colour had come into her life; a tremendous certainty which banished all the fears and doubts she had felt; a light which revealed delightful vistas.
Her father went over to Dorking that afternoon, and came back hurriedly, wearing that strained look which it hurt her to see.
"I shall have to go to town, dearie," he said. "There's been a letter waiting for me for two days. I've been so absorbed in my picture work that I'd forgotten I had any other responsibility."
He did not look for her in the garden to kiss her goodbye, and when she came back to the house he was gone, and in such a hurry that he had not taken his camera with him.
Ella did not mind being alone; in the days when Ray was at home, she had spent many nights in the cottage by herself, and the house was on the main road. She made some tea and sat down to write to Dick, though she told herself reprovingly that he hadn't been gone more than two or three hours. Nevertheless, she wrote, for the spirit of logic avoids the lover.
There was a postal box a hundred yards up the road; it was a bright night and people were standing at their cottage gates, gossipping, as she passed. The letter dropped in the box, she came back to the cottage, went inside, locked and bolted the door, and sat down with a work-basket by her side to fill in the hour which separated her from bedtime.
So working, her mind was completely occupied, to the exclusion of all other thoughts, by Dick Gordon. Once or twice the thought of her father and Ray strayed across her mind, but it was to Dick she returned.
The only illumination in the cosy dining-room was a shaded kerosene lamp which stood on the table by her side and gave her sufficient light for her work. All outside the range of the lamp was shadow. She had finished darning a pair of her father's socks, and had laid down the needle with a happy sigh, when her eyes went to the door leading to the kitchen. It was ajar, and it was opening slowly.
For a moment she sat paralysed with terror, and then leapt to her feet.
"Who's there?" she called.
There carne into the shadowy doorway a figure, the very sight of which choked the scream in her throat. It looked tall, by reason of the tightly-fitting black coat it wore. The face and head were hidden behind a hideous mask of rubber and mica. The reflection of the lamp shone on the big goggles and filled them with a baleful fire.
"Don't scream, don't move!" said the masked man, and his voice sounded hollow and far away. "I will not hurt you."
"Who are you?" she managed to gasp.
"I am The Frog," said the stranger.
For an eternity, as it seemed, she stood helpless, incapable of movement, and it was he who spoke.
"How many men love you, Ella Bennett?" he asked. "Gordon and Johnson—and The Frog, who loves you most of all!"
He paused, as though he expected her to speak, but she was incapable of answering him.
"Men work for women, and they murder for women, and behind all that they do, respectably or unrespectably, there is a woman," said the Frog. "And you are that woman for me, Ella."
"Who are you?" she managed to say.
"I am The Frog," he replied again, "and you shall know my name when I have given it to you. I want you! Not now "—he raised his hand as he saw the terror rising in her face. "You shall come to me willingly."
"You're mad!" she cried. "I do not know you. How can I—oh, it's too wicked to suggest…please go away."
"I will go presently," said the Frog. "Will you marry me Ella?"
She shook her head.
"Will you marry me, Ella?" he asked again.
"No." She had recovered her calm and something of her self-possession. "I will give you—"
"If you gave me all the money there was in the world, I would not marry you," she said.
"I will give you something more precious." His voice was softer, scarcely audible. "I will give you a life!"
She thought he was speaking of Dick Gordon.
"I will give you the life of your brother."
"For a second the room spun round and she clutched a chair to keep her feet.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"I will give you the life of your brother, who is lying in Gloucester Gaol under sentence of death!" said the Frog. With a supreme effort Ella guided herself to a chair and sat down.
"My brother?" she said dully. "Under sentence of death?"
"To-day is Monday," said the Frog. "On Wednesday he dies. Give me your word that when I send for you, you will come, and I will save him."
"How can you save him?" The question came mechanically.
"A man has made a confession—a man named Gill, a half-witted fellow who thinks he killed Lew Brady."
"Brady?" she gasped.
The Frog nodded.
"It isn't true," she breathed. "You're lying! You're telling me this to frighten me."
"Will you marry me?" he asked.
"Never, never!" she cried. "I would rather die. You are lying to me."
"When you want me, send for me," said the Frog. "Put in your window a white card, and I will save your brother."
She half lay on the table, her head upon her folded arms.
"It's not true, it's not true," she muttered.
There was no reply, and, looking up, she saw that the room was empty. Staggering to her feet, she went out into the kitchen. The kitchen door was open; and, peering into the dark garden, she saw no sign of the man. She had strength to bolt the door, and dragged herself up to her room and to her bed, and then she fainted.
Daylight showed in the windows when she sat up. She was painfully weary, her eyes were red with weeping, her head was in a whirl. It had been a night of horror—and it was not true, it could not be true. She had heard of no murder; and if there had been, it could not be Ray. She would have known; Ray would have sent for her father.
She dragged her aching limbs to the bathroom and turned the cold-water tap. Half an hour later she was sane, and looking at her experience dispassionately. Ray was alive. The man had tried to frighten her. Who was he? She shivered.
She saw only one solution to her terrible problem, and after she had made herself a cup of tea, she dressed and walked down into the town, in time to catch an early train. What other thought came to her, she never dreamt for one moment of surrender, never so much as glanced at the window where a white card could be placed, might save the life of her brother. In her heart of hearts, she knew that this man would not have come to her with such a story unless it was well founded. That was not the Frog's way. What advantage would he gain if he had invented this tragedy? Nevertheless, she did not even look for a white card, or think of its possible use.
Dick was at breakfast when she arrived, and a glance at her face told him that she brought bad news.
"Don't go, Mr. Elk," she said as the inspector pushed back his chair. "You must know this."
As briefly as she could, she narrated the events of the night before, and Dick listened with rising wrath until she came to the climax of the story.
"Ray under sentence?" he said incredulously. "Of course it isn't true."
"Where did he say the boy was?" asked Elk. "In Gloucester Prison."
In their presence her reserve had melted and she was near to tears.
"Gloucester Prison?" repeated Elk slowly. "There is a man there under sentence of death, a man named,"—-he strove to remember—"Carter," he said at last. "That is it—Carter, a tramp. He killed another tramp named Phenan."
"Of course it isn't Ray," said Dick, laying his hand on hers. "This brute tried to frighten you. When did he say the execution had been fixed for?
"To-morrow." She was weeping; now that the tension had relaxed, it seemed that she had reached the reserve of her strength.
"Ray is probably on the Continent," Dick soothed her, and here Elk thought it expedient and delicate to steal silently forth.
He was not as convinced as Gordon that the Frog had made a bluff. No sooner was he in his office than he rang for his new clerk.
"Records," he said briefly. "I want particulars of a man named Carter, now lying under sentence of death in Gloucester Prison—photograph, finger-prints, and record of the crime."
The man was gone ten minutes, and returned with a small portfolio.
"No photograph has been received yet, sir," he said. "In murder cases we do not get the full records from the County police until after the execution."
Elk cursed the County police fluently, and addressed himself to the examination of the dossier. That told him little or nothing. The height and weight of the man tallied, he guessed, with Ray's. There were no body marks and the description "Slight beard."
He sat bolt upright. Slight beard! Ray Bennett had been growing a beard for some reason. He remembered that Broad had told him this.
"Pshaw!" he said, throwing down the finger-print card. "It is impossible!"
It was impossible, and yet—
He drew a telegraph pad toward him and wrote a wire.
"Governor, H.M. Prison, Gloucester. Very urgent. Send by special messenger prison photograph of James Carter under sentence of death in your prison to Headquarters Records. Messenger must leave by first train. Very urgent."
He took the liberty of signing it with the name of the Chief Commissioner. The telegram despatched, he returned to a scrutiny of the description sheet, and presently he saw a remark which he had overlooked.
"Vaccination marks on right forearm."
That was unusual. People are usually vaccinated on the left arm, a little below the shoulder. He made a note of this fact and turned to the work that was waiting for him. At noon a wire arrived from Gloucester, saying that the photograph was on its way. That, at least, was satisfactory; though, even if it proved to be Rag, what could be done? In his heart Elk prayed most fervently that the Frog had bluffed.
Just before one, Dick telephoned him and asked him to lunch with them at the Auto Club, an invitation which, in any circumstances, was not to be refused, for Elk had a passion for visiting other people's clubs.
When he arrived—on this occasion strictly on time—he found the girl in a calm, even a cheerful mood, and his quick eye detected upon her finger a ring of surprising brilliance that he had not seen before. Dick Gordon had made very good use of his spare time that morning.
"I feel I'm neglecting my business, Elk," he said after he had led them into the palatial dining-room of the Auto, and had found a cushion for the girl's back, and had placed her chair exactly where it was least comfortable, "but I guess you've got through the morning without feeling my loss."
"I certainly have," said Elk. "A very interesting morning. There is a smallpox scare in the East End," he went on, "and I've heard some talk at Headquarters of having the whole staff vaccinated. If there's one thing that I do not approve of, it is vaccination. At my time of life I ought to be immune from any germ that happens to be going round."
The girl laughed.
"Poor Mr. Elk! I sympathize with you. Ray and I had a dreadful time when we were vaccinated about five years ago during the big epidemic, although I didn't have so bad a time as Ray. And neither of us had such an experience as the majority of victims, because we had an excellent doctor, with unique views on vaccination."
She pulled back the sleeve of her blouse and showed three tiny scars on the underside of the right forearm.
"The doctor said he would put it where it wouldn't show. Isn't that a good idea?"
"Yes," said Elk slowly. "And did he vaccinate your brother the same way?"
She nodded, and then:
"What is the matter, Mr. Elk?"
"I swallowed an olive stone," said Elk. "I wonder somebody doesn't start cultivating olives without stones." He looked out of the window. "You've got a pretty fine day for your visit, Miss Bennett," he said, and launched forth into a rambling condemnation of the English climate.
It seemed hours to Elk before the meal was finished. The girl was going back to Gordon's house to look at catalogues which Dick Lad ordered to be sent to Harley Terrace by telephone.
"You won't be coming to the office?" asked Elk. "No: do you think it is necessary?"
"I wanted to see you for ten minutes," drawled the other, "perhaps a quarter of an hour."
"Come back to the house."
"Well, I wasn't thinking of coming back to the house," said Elk. "Perhaps you've got a lady's drawing-room. I remember seeing one as I came through the marble hall, and Miss Bennett would not mind—"
"Why, of course not," she said. "If I'm in the way, I'll do anything you wish. Show me your lady's drawing room."
When Dick had come back, the detective was smoking, his elbows on the table, his thin, brown hands clasped under his chin, and he was examining, with the eye of a connoisseur, the beautifully carved ceiling.
"What's the trouble, Elk?" said Gordon as he sat down. "The man under sentence of death is Ray Bennett," said Elk without preliminary.
XXXIV - THE PHOTO-PLAY
Dick's face went white.
"How do you know this?"
"Well, there's a photograph coming along; it will be in London this afternoon; but I needn't see that. This man under sentence has three vaccination marks on the right forearm."
There was a dead silence.
"I wondered why you turned the talk to vaccination," said Dick quietly. "I ought to have known there was something in it. What can we do?"
"I'll tell you what you can't do," said Elk. "You can't let that girl know. For good and sufficient reasons, Ray Bennett has decided not to reveal his identity, and he must pass out. You're going to have a rotten afternoon, Captain Gordon," said Elk gently, "and I'd rather be me than you. But you've got to keep up your light-hearted chatter, or that young woman is going to guess that something is wrong."
"My God! How dreadful!" said Dick in a low voice.
"Yes, it is," admitted Elk, "and we can do nothing. We've got to accept it as a fact that he's guilty. If you thought any other way, it would drive you mad. And even if he was as innocent as you or I, what chance have we of getting an inquiry or stopping the sentence being carried into execution?"
"Poor John Bennett!" said Dick in a hushed voice.
"If you're starting to get sentimental," snarled Elk, blinking furiously, "I'm going into a more practical atmosphere. Good afternoon."
"Wait. I can't face this girl for a moment. Come back to the house with me."
Elk hesitated, and then grudgingly agreed.
Ella could not guess, from their demeanour, the horror that was in the minds of these men. Elk fell back upon history and dates—a prolific and a favourite subject.
"Thank heaven those catalogues have arrived!" said Dick, as, with a sigh of relief, he saw the huge pile of literature on his study table.
"Why 'thank heaven'?" she smiled.
"Because his conscience is pricking him, and he wants an excuse for working." Elk came to the rescue.
The strain was one which even he found almost insupportable; and when, after a pleading glance at the other, Dick nodded, he got up with a sense of holiday.
"I'll be going now, Miss Bennett," he said. "I expect you'll be busy all the afternoon furnishing your cottage. I must come down and see it," he went on, wilfully dense. "Though it struck me that there wouldn't be much room for new furniture at Maytree."
So far he got when he heard voices in the hall—the excited voice of a woman, shrill, insistent, hysterical. Before Dick could get to the door, it was flung open, and Lola rushed in.
"Gordon! Gordon! Oh, my God!" she sobbed. "Do you know?"
"Hush!" said Dick, but the girl was beside herself.
"They've got Ray! They're going to hang him! Lew's dead."
The mischief was done. Ella carne slowly to her feet, rigid with fear.
"My brother?" she asked, and then Lola saw her for the first time and nodded.
"I found out," she sobbed. "I had a suspicion, and I wrote…I've got a photograph of Phenan. I knew it was Lew at once, and I guessed the rest. The Frog did it! He planned it; months in advance he planned it. I'm not sorry about Lew; I swear I'm not sorry about Lew! It's the boy. I sent him to his death, Gordon—" And then she broke into a fit of hysterical sobbing.
"Put her out," said Gordon, and Elk lifted the helpless girl in his arms and carried her into the dining-room.
"True!" Ella whispered the word, and Dick nodded. "I'm afraid it's true, Ella."
She sat down slowly.
"I wonder where I can find father," she said, as calmly as though she were discussing some everyday event.
"You can do nothing. He knows nothing. Do you think it is kind to tell him?"
She searched his face wonderingly.
"I think you're right. Of course you're right, Dick. I'm sure you're right. Father mustn't know. Couldn't I see him—Ray, I mean?"
Dick shook his head.
"Ella, if Ray has kept silent to save you from this, all his forbearance, all his courage will be wasted if you go to him."
Again her lips drooped.
"Yes. It is good of you to think for me." She put her hand on his, and he felt no tremor. "I don't know what I can do," she said. "It is so—stunning. What can I do?"
"You can do nothing, my dear." His arm went round her and her tired head fell upon his shoulder.
"No, I can do nothing," she whispered.
Elk came in.
"A telegram for Miss Bennett," he said. "The messenger just arrived with it. Been redirected from Horsham, I expect."
Dick took the wire.
"Open it, please," said the girl. "It may be from father."
He tore open the envelope. The telegram ran:
"Have printed your picture. Cannot understand the murder. Were you trying take photo-play? Come and see me. Silenski House, Wardour Street."
"What does it mean?" she asked.
"It is Greek to me," said Dick. "'Cannot understand murder'—has your father been trying to take photo-plays?"
"No, dear, I'm sure he hasn't; he would have told me."
"What photographs did your father take?"
"It was a picture of trout," she said, gathering her scattered thoughts; "but he took another picture—in his sleep. He was in the country waiting for a badger, and dozed. He must have pressed the starter; he thought that picture was a failure. It can't be the trout; it doesn't mention the trout; it must be the other."
"We will go to Wardour Street."
It was Elk who spoke so definitely, Elk who called a cab and hustled the two people into it. When they arrived at Wardour Street, Mr. Silenski was out at lunch, and nobody knew anything whatever about the film, or had authority to show it.
For an hour and a half they waited, fuming, in that dingy office, whilst messengers went in search of Silenski. He arrived at last, a polite and pleasant little Hebrew, who was all apologies, though no apology was called for, since he had not expected his visitors.
"Yes, it is a curious picture," he said. "Your father, miss, is a very good amateur; in fact, he's a professional now; and if it is true that he can get these Zoo photographs, he ought to be in the first rank of nature photographers."
They followed him up a flight of stairs into a big room across which were row upon row of chairs. Facing them as they sat was a small white screen, and behind them an iron partition with two square holes.
"This is our theatre," he explained. "You've no idea whether your father is trying to take motion pictures—I mean photo-plays? If he is, then this scene was pretty well acted, but I can't understand why he did it. It's labelled 'Trout in a Pond' or something of the sort, but there are no trout here, and there is no pond either!"
There was a click, and the room went black; and then there was shown on the screen a picture which showed in the foreground a stretch of grey, sandy soil, and the dark opening of a burrow, out of which peeped a queer-looking animal.
"That's a badger," explained Mr. Silenski. "It looked very promising up to there, and then I don't know what he did. You'll see he changed the elevation of the camera."
As he spoke, the picture jerked round a little to the right, as though it had been pulled violently. And they were looking upon two men, obviously tramps. One was sitting with his head on his hands, the other, close by him, was pouring out whisky into a container.
"That's Lew Brady," whispered Elk fiercely, and at that moment the other man looked up, and Ella Bennett uttered a cry.
"It is Ray! Oh, Dick, it is Ray!"
There was no question of it. The light beard he wore melted into the shadows which the strong sunlight cast.
They saw Brady offer him a drink, saw him toss it down and throw the cup back to the man; watched him as his arms stretched in a yawn; and then saw him curl up to sleep, lie back, and Lew Brady standing over him. The prostrate figure turned on to its face, and Lew, stooping, put something in his pocket. They caught the reflection of glass.
"The flask," said Elk.
And then the figure standing in the centre of the picture spun round. There walked toward him a man. His face was invisible. Never once during that period did he turn his face to that eager audience.
They saw his arm go up quickly, saw the flash of the two shots, watched breathless, spellbound, horrified, the tragedy that followed.
The man stooped and placed the pistol by the side of the sleeping Ray, and then, as he turned, the screen went white.
"That's the end of the picture," said Mr. Silenski. "And what it means, heaven knows."
"He's innocent! Dick, he's innocent!" the girl cried wildly. "Don't you see, it was not he who fired?"
She was half-mad with grief and terror, and Dick caught her firmly by the shoulders, the dumbfounded Silenski gaping at the scene.
"You are going back to my house and you will read! Do you hear, Ella? You're to do nothing until you hear from me. You are not to go out; you are to sit and read! I don't care what you read—the Bible, the Police News, anything you like. But you must not think of this business. Elk and I will do all that is possible."
She mastered her wild terror and tried to smile.
"I know you will," she said between her chattering teeth. "Get me to your house, please."
He left Elk to go to Fleet Street to collect every scrap of information about the murder he could from the newspaper offices, and brought the girl back to. Harley Terrace. As he got out of the cab, he saw a man waiting on the steps. It was Joshua Broad. One glance at his face told Dick that he knew of the murder, and he guessed the source.
He waited in the hall until Dick had put the girl in the study, and had collected every illustrated newspaper, every book he could find.
"Lola told me of this business."
"I guessed so," said Dick. "Do you know anything about it?"
"I knew these two men started out in the disguise of tramps," said Broad, "but I understood they were going north. This is Frog work—why?
"I don't know. Yes, I do," Dick said suddenly. "The Frog came to Miss Bennett last night and asked her to marry him, promising that he would save her brother if she agreed. But it can hardly be that he planned this diabolical trick to that end."
"To no other end," said Broad coolly. "You don't know Frog, Gordon! The man is a strategist—probably the greatest strategist in the world. Can I do anything?"
"I would ask you to stay and keep Miss Bennett amused—" Dick began.
"I think you might do worse," said the American quietly.
Ella looked up with a look of pain as the visitor entered the room. She felt that she could not endure the presence of a stranger at this moment, that she would break under any new strain, and she glanced at Dick imploringly.
"If you don't want me to stay, Miss Bennett," smiled Broad, "well, I'll go just as soon as you tell me. But I've one piece of information to pass to you, and it is this: that your brother will not die."
His eyes met Dick Gordon's, and the Prosecutor bit his lip to restrain the cry that came involuntarily.
"Why?" she asked eagerly, but neither of the men could tell her.
Dick telephoned to the garage for his car, the very machine that Ray Bennett had driven the first day they had met. His first call was at the office of the Public Prosecutor, and to him he stated the facts.
"It is a most remarkable story, and I can do nothing, of course. You'd better see the Secretary of State at once, Gordon."
"Is the House of Commons sitting, sir?"
"No—I've an idea that the Secretary, who is the only man that can do anything for you—is out of town. He may be on the Continent. I'm not sure. There was a conference at San Remo last week, and I've a dim notion that he went there."
Dick's heart almost stood still.
"Is there nobody else at the Home Office who could help?"
"There is the Under Secretary: you'd better see him."
The Public Prosecutor's Department was housed in the Home Office building, and Dick went straight away in search of the responsible official. The permanent secretary, to whom he explained the circumstances, shook his head.
"I'm afraid we can do nothing now, Gordon," he said, "and the Secretary of State is in the country and very ill."
"Where is the Under Secretary?" asked Dick desperately.
"He's at San Remo."
"How far out of town is Mr. Whitby's house?" The official considered.
"About thirty miles—this side of Tunbridge Wells," and Dick wrote the address on a slip of paper.
Half an hour later, a long yellow Rolls was flying across Westminster Bridge, threading the traffic with a recklessness which brought the hearts of hardened chauffeurs to their mouths; and forty minutes after he had left Whitehall, Dick was speeding up an elm-bordered avenue to the home of the Secretary of State.
The butler who met him could give him no encouragement.
"I'm afraid Mr. Whitby cannot see you, sir. He has a very bad attack of gout, and the doctors have told him that he mustn't touch any kind of business whatever.
"This is a matter of life and death," said Dick, "and I must see him. Or, failing him, I must see the King."
This message, conveyed to the invalid, produced an invitation to walk upstairs.
"What is it, sir?" asked the Minister sharply as Dick tame in. "I cannot possibly attend to any business whatever. I'm suffering the tortures of the damned with this infernal foot of mine. Now tell me, what is it?"
Quickly Gordon related his discovery.
"An astounding story," said the Minister, and winced. "Where is the picture?"
"In London, sir."
"I can't come to London: it is humanly impossible. Can't you get somebody at the Home Office to certify this? When is this man to be hanged?
"To-morrow morning, sir, at eight o'clock."
The Secretary of State considered, rubbing his chin irritably. "I should be no man if I refused to see this damned picture," he said, and Dick made allowance for his language as he rubbed his suffering limb. "But I can't go to town unless you get me an ambulance. You had better 'phone a garage in London to send a car down, or, better still, get one from the local hospital."
Everything seemed to be conspiring against him, for the local hospital's ambulance was under repair, but at last Dick put through a message to town, with the promise that an ambulance would be on its way in ten minutes.
"An extraordinary story, a perfectly amazing story! And of course, I can grant you a respite. Or, if I'm convinced of the truth of this astounding romance, we could get the King to-night; I could even promise you a reprieve. But my death will lie at your door if I catch cold."
Two hours passed before the ambulance came. The chauffeur had had to change his tyres twice on the journey. Very gingerly, accompanied by furious imprecations from the Cabinet Minister, his stretcher was lifted into the ambulance.
To Dick the journey seemed interminable. He had telephoned through to Silenski, asking him to keep his office open until his arrival. It was eight o'clock by the time the Minister was assisted up to the theatre, and the picture was thrown upon the screen.
Mr. Whitby watched the drama with the keenest interest, and when it was finished he drew a long breath.
"That's all right so far as it goes," he said, "but how do I know this hasn't been play-acted in order to get this man a reprieve? And how am I to be sure that this wretched tramp is your man?"
"I can assure you of that, sir," said Elk. "I got the photograph up from Gloucester this afternoon."
He produced from his pocket-book two photographs, one in profile and one full-face, and put them on the table before the Minister.
"Show the picture again," he ordered, and again they watched the presentation of the tragedy. "But how on earth did the man manage to take this picture?"
"I've since discovered, sir, that he was in the neighbourhood on that very day. He went out to get a photograph of a badger—I know this, sir, because Mr. Silenski has given me all the information in his power."
Mr. Whitby looked up at Dick.
"You're in the Public Prosecutor's Department? I remember you very well, Captain Gordon. I must take your word. This is not a matter for respite, but for reprieve, until the whole of the circumstances are investigated."
"Thank you, sir," said Dick, wiping his streaming forehead.
"You'd better take me along to the Home Office," grumbled the great man. "To-morrow I shall be cursing your name and memory, though I must confess that I'm feeling better for the drive. I want that picture."
They had to wait until the picture was replaced in its box, and then Dick Gordon and Elk assisted the Secretary of State to the waiting ambulance.
At a quarter-past eight, a reprieve, ready for the Royal counter-signature, was in Dick's hand, and the miracle, which Mr. Whitby had not dared expect, had happened. He was able, with the aid of a stick, to hobble to a car. Before the great Palace, streams of carriages and motor-cars were passing. It was the night of the first ball of the season, and the hall of the Palace was a brilliant sight. The glitter of women's jewels, the scarlet, blue and green of diplomatic uniforms, the flash of innumerable Orders, no less than the organization of this gorgeous gathering, interested Dick as he stood, a strangely contrasting figure, watching the pageant pass him.
The Minister had disappeared into an ante-room and presently came back and crooked his finger; Dick followed him down a red-carpeted passage past white-haired footmen in scarlet and gold, until they came to a door, before which another footman stood. A whispered word, the footman knocked, and a voice bade them enter. The servant opened the door and they went in.
The man who was sitting at the table rose. He wore the scarlet uniform of a general; across his breast was the blue ribbon of the Garter. There was in his eyes a kindliness and humanity which Dick had not imagined he would find.
"Will you be seated? Now please tell me the story as quickly as you can, because I have an appointment elsewhere, and punctuality is the politeness of princes," he smiled.
He listened attentively, stopping Gordon now and again to ask a question. When Dick had finished, he took up a pen and wrote a word in a bold, boyish hand, blotted it punctiliously and handed it to the Secretary of State.
"There is your reprieve. I am very glad," he said, and Dick, bowing over the extended hand, felt the music of triumph in his soul, forgot for the moment the terrible danger in which this boy had stood; and forgot, too, the most important factor of all—the Frog, still vigilant, still vengeful, still powerful!
When he got back to the Home Office and had taken farewell, with a very earnest expression of gratitude, of the irascible, but kindly Minister, Dick flew up the stairs to his own office and seized the telephone.
"Put me through to Gloucester 8585 Official," he said, and waited for the long-distance signal.
It came after a few minutes.
"Sorry, sir, no call through to Gloucester. Line out of order. Trunk wires cut."
Dick put down the 'phone slowly. Then it was that he remembered that the Frog still lived.
XXXV - GETTING THROUGH
When Elk carne up to the Prosecutor's room, Dick was sitting at the table, writing telegrams. They were each addressed to the Governor of Gloucester Prison, and contained a brief intimation that a reprieve for James Carter was on its way. Each was marked via a different route.
"What's the idea?" said Elk.
"The 'phone to Gloucester is out of order," said Dick, and Elk bit his lip thoughtfully.
"Is that so?" he drawled. "Then if the 'phone's out of order—"
"I don't want to think that," said Dick.
Elk took up the instrument.
"Give me the Central Telegraph Office, miss," he said. "I want to speak to the Chief Clerk…Yes, Inspector Elk, C.I.D."
After a pause, he announced himself again.
"We're putting some wires through to Gloucester. I suppose the lines are all right?"
His face did not move a muscle while he listened, then:
"I see," he said. "Any roundabout route we can get? What's the nearest town open?" A wait. "Is that so? Thank you."
He put down the instrument.
"All wires to Gloucester are cut. The trunk wire has been cut in three places; the connection with Birmingham, which runs in an earthenware pipe underground, has been blown up, also in three places." Dick's eyes narrowed.
"Try the Radio Company," he said. "They've got a station at Devizes, and another one somewhere near Cheltenham, and they could send on a message."
Again Elk applied himself to the telephone.
"Is that the Radio Station? Inspector Elk, Headquarters Police, speaking. I want to get a message through to Gloucester, to Gloucester Prison, via—eh?…But I thought you'd overcome that difficulty. How long has it been jammed?…Thank you," he said, and put down the telephone for the second time.
"There's a jam," he said. "No messages are getting through. The radio people say that somebody in this country has got a secret apparatus which was used by the Germans during the war, and that when the jam is on, it is impossible to get anything through."
Dick looked at his watch. It was now half-past nine.
"You can catch the ten-five for Gloucester, Elk, but somehow I don't think it will get through."
"As a telephone expert," said Elk, as he patiently applied himself to the instrument, "I have many of the qualities that make, so to speak, for greatness. Hullo! Get me Great Western, please. Great Western Stationmaster…I have a perfect voice, a tremendous amount of patience, and a faith in my fellow-man, and—Hullo! Is that you, Stationmaster?…Inspector Elk. I told you that before—no, it was somebody else. Inspector Elk, C.I.D. Is there any trouble on your road to-night?"…A longer pause this time. "Glory be!" said Elk unemotionally. "Any chance of getting through?…None whatever? What time will you have trains running?…Thank you."
He turned to Dick.
"Three culverts and a bridge down at Swindon, blown at seven o'clock; two men in custody; one man dead, shot by rail guard. Two culverts down at Reading; the metals blown up at Slough. I won't trouble to call up the other roads, because—well, the Frog's thorough."
Dick Gordon opened a cupboard and took out a leather coat and a soft leather helmet. In his drawer he found two ugly-looking Browning pistols and examined their magazines before he slipped them into his pocket. Then he selected half-a-dozen cigars, and packed them carefully in the breast pocket of the coat.
"You're not going alone, Gordon?" asked Elk sternly. Dick nodded.
"I'm going alone," he said. "If I don't get through, you follow. Send a police car after me and tell them to drive carefully. I don't think they'll stop me this side of Newbury," he said. "I can make that before the light goes. Tell Miss Bennett that the reprieve is signed, and that I am on my way."
Elk said nothing, but followed his chief into the street, and stood by him with the policeman who had been left in charge of the car, while Dick made a careful scrutiny of the tyres and petrol tank.
So Dick Gordon took the Bath road; and the party of gunmen that waited at the two aerodromes of London to shoot him down if he attempted to leave by the aerial route, waited in vain. He avoided the direct road to Reading, and was taking the longer way round. He came into Newbury at eleven o'clock, and learnt of more dynamited culverts. The town was full of it. Two laden trains were held up on the down line, and their passengers thronged the old-fashioned streets of the town. Outside The Chequers he spoke to the local inspector of police. Beyond the outrages they hail heard nothing, and apparently the road was in good order, for a car had come through from Swindon only ten minutes before Dick arrived.
"You're safe as far as Swindon, anyway," said the inspector. "The countryside has been swarming with tramps lately, but my mounted patrols, that have just come in, have seen none on the roads."
A thought struck Dick, and he drove the inspector round to the police-station and went inside with him.
"I want an envelope and some official paper," he said, and, sitting down at the desk, he made a rough copy of the reprieve with its quaint terminology, sealed the envelope with wax and put it into his pocket. Then he took the real reprieve, and, taking off his shoe and sock, put it between his bare foot and his sock. Replacing his shoe, he jumped on to the car and started his cautious way toward Didcot. Both his glare lamps were on, and the road before him was as light as day. Nevertheless, he went at half speed, one of his Brownings on the cushion beside him.
Against the afterglow of the sunset, a faint, pale light which is the glory of late summer, he saw three inverted V's and knew they were the ends of a building, possibly an aerodrome. And then he remembered that Elk had told him of the chemical factory. Probably this was the place, and he drove with greater caution. He had turned the bend, when, ahead of him, he saw three red lights stretched across the road, and in the light of the head-lamps stood a policeman. He slowed the machine and stopped within a few yards of the officer.
"You can't go this way, sir. The road's up."
"How long has it been up?" asked Dick.
"It's been blown up, sir, about twenty minutes ago," was the reply. "There's a side road a mile back, which will bring you to the other side of the railway lines. You can back in here."
He indicated a gateway evidently leading to the factory. Dick pulled back his lever to the reverse, and sent the Rolls spinning backward into the opening.
His hand was reaching to change the direction, when the policeman, who had walked to the side of the car, struck at him.
Gordon's head was bent. He was incapable of resistance. Only the helmet he wore saved him from death. He saw nothing, only suddenly the world went black. Scarcely had the blow been struck when half-a-dozen men came from the shadows. Somebody jumped into the driver's seat, and, flinging out the limp figure of its owner, brought the car still further backward, and switched off the lights. Another of the partly removed the red lamps. The policeman bent over the prostrate figure of Dick Gordon.
"I thought I'd settled him," he said, disappointed.
"Well, settle him now," said somebody in the darkness, but evidently the assailant changed his mind.
"Hagn will want him," he said. "Lift him up."
They carried the inanimate figure over the rough ground, through a sliding door, into a big, ill-lit factory hall, bare of machinery. At the far end was a brick partition forming an office, and into this he was carried and flung on the floor.
"Here's your man, Hagn," growled the policeman. "I think he's through."
Hagn got up from his table and walked across to where Dick Gordon lay.
"I don't think there's much wrong with him," he said. "You couldn't kill a man through that helmet, anyway. Take it off."
They took the leather helmet from the head of the unconscious man, and Hagn made a brief inspection.
"No, he's all right," he said. "Throw some water over him. Wait; you'd better search him first. Those cigars," he said, pointing to the brown cylinders that protruded from his breast pocket, "I want."
The first thing found was the blue envelope, and this Hagn tore open and read.
"It seems all right," he said, and locked it away in the roll-top desk at which he was sitting when Dick had been brought in. "Now give him the water!"
Dick came to his senses with a throbbing head and a feeling of resentment against the consciousness which was being forced upon him. He sat up, rubbing his face like a man roused from a heavy sleep, screwed up his eyes in the face of the bright light, and unsteadily stumbled to his feet, looking around from one to the other of the grinning faces.
"Oh!" he said at last. "I seem to have struck it. Who hit me?"
"We'll give you his card presently," sneered Hagn. "Where are you off to at this time of night?"
"I'm going to Gloucester," said Dick.
"Like hell you are!" scoffed Hagn. "Put him upstairs, boys."
Leading up from the office was a flight of unpainted pine stairs, and up this he was partly pushed and partly dragged. The room above had been used in war time as an additional supervisor's office. It had a large window, commanding a view of the whole of the floor space. The window was now thick with grime, and the floor littered with rubbish which the present occupants had not thought it worth while to move.
"Search him again, and make sure he hasn't any gun on him. And take away his boots," said Hagn.
A small carbon filament lamp cast a sickly yellow light upon the sinister group that surrounded Dick Gordon. He had time to take his bearings. The window he had seen, and escape that way was impossible; the ceiling was covered with matchboards that had once been varnished. There was no other way out, save down the steps.
"You've got to stay here for a day or two, Gordon, but perhaps, if the Government will give us Balder, you'll get away with your life. If they don't, then it'll be a case of 'good-night, nurse!'"
XXXVI - THE POWER CABLE
Dick Gordon knew that any discussion with his captors was a waste of breath, and that repartee was profitless. His head was aching, but no sooner was he left alone than he gave himself a treatment which an osteopath had taught him. He put his chin on his breast, and his two open hands behind his neck, the finger-tips pressing hard, then he slowly raised his head (it was an agony to do so), bringing his fingers down over the jugular. Three times repeated, his head was comparatively clear.
The door was of thin wood and could easily be forced, but the room below was filled with men. Presently the light below went out, and the place was in darkness. He guessed that it was because Hagn did not wish the light to be seen from the road; though it was unlikely that there would come any inquiries, he had taken effective steps to deal with the police car which he knew would follow.
They had not taken his matches away, and Dick struck one and looked round. Standing before a fireplace filled with an indescribable litter of half-burnt papers and dust, was a steel plate, with holes for rivets, evidently part of a tank which had not been assembled. There was a heavy switch on the wall, and Dick turned it, hoping that it controlled the light; but apparently that was on the same circuit as the light below. He struck another match and followed the casing of the switch. By and by he saw a thick black cable running in the angle of the wall and the ceiling. It terminated abruptly on the right of the fireplace; and from the marks on the floor, Dick guessed that at some time or other there had been an experimental welding plant housed there. He turned the switch again and sat down to consider what would be the best thing to do. He could hear the murmur of voices below, and, lying on the floor, put his ear to the trap, which he cleared with a piece of wire he found in the fireplace. Hagn seemed to do most of the talking.
"If we blow up the road between here and Newbury, they'll smell a rat," he said.
"It's a stupid idea you put forward, Hagn. What are you going to do with the chap upstairs?"
"I don't know. I'm waiting to hear from Frog. Perhaps the Frog will want him killed."
"He'd be a good man to hold for Balder, though, if Frog thought it was worth while."
Towards five o'clock, Hagn, who had been out of the office, came back.
"Frog says he's got to die," he said in a low voice.
* * * * *
Two people sat in Dick Gordon's study. The hour was four o'clock in the morning. Elk had gone, for the twentieth time to Headquarters, and for the twentieth time was on his way back. Ella Bennett had tried desperately hard to carry out Dick's instructions, and turned page after page determinedly, but had read and yet had seen nothing. With a deep sigh she put down the book and clasped her hands, her eyes fixed upon the clock.
"Do you think he will get to Gloucester?" she asked.
"I certainly do," said Broad confidently. "That young man will get anywhere. He is the right kind and the right type, and nothing is going to hold him."
She picked up the book but did not look at its printed page.
"What happened to the police cars? Mr. Elk was telling me a lot about them last night," she said. "I haven't heard since."
Joshua Broad licked his dry lips.
"Oh, they got through all right," he said vaguely.
He did not tell her that two police cars had been ditched between Newbury and Reading, the cars smashed and three men injured by a mine which had been sprung under them. Nor did he give her the news, that had arrived by motor-cyclist from Swindon, that Dick's car had not been seen.
"They are dreadful people, dreadful!" She shivered. "How did they come into existence, Mr. Broad?"
Broad was smoking (at her request) a long, thin cigar, and he puffed for a long time before he spoke.
"I guess I'm the father of the Frogs," he said to her amazement.
"You!"
He nodded.
"I didn't know I was producing this outfit, but there it is." How, he did not seem disposed to explain at that moment.
Soon he heard the whirr of the bell, and thinking that Elk had perhaps forgotten the key, he rose, and, going along the passage, opened the door. It was not Elk.
"Forgive me for calling. Is that Mr. Broad?" The visitor peered forward in the darkness.
"I'm Broad all right. You're Mr. Johnson, aren't you? Come right in, Mr. Johnson."
He closed the door behind him and turned on the light.
The stout man was in a state of pitiable agitation.
"I was up late last night," he said, "and my servant brought me an early copy of the Post Herald.
"So you know, eh?"
"It's terrible, terrible! I can't believe it!"
He took a crumpled paper from his pocket and looked at the stop-press space as though to reassure himself.
"I didn't know it was in the paper."
Johnson handed the newspaper to the American.
"Yes, they've got it. I suppose old man Whitby must have given away the story."
"I think it came from the picture man, Silenski. Is it true that Ray is under sentence of death?"
Broad nodded.
"How dreadful!" said Johnson in a hushed voice. "Thank God they've found it out in time! Mr. Broad," he said earnestly, "I hope you will tell Ella Bennett that she can rely on me for every penny I possess to establish her brother's innocence. I suppose there will be a respite and a new trial? If there is, the very best lawyers must be employed."
"She's here. Won't you come in and see her?"
"Here?" Johnson's jaw dropped. "I had no idea," he stammered.
"Come in."
Broad returned to the girl.
"Here is a friend of yours who has turned up—Mr. Johnson." The philosopher crossed the room with quick, nervous strides, and held out both his hands to the girl.
"I'm so sorry, Miss Bennett," he said, "so very, very sorry! It must be dreadful for you, dreadful! Can I do anything?"
She shook her head, tears of gratitude in her eyes.
"It is very sweet of you, Mr. Johnson. You've done so much for Ray, and Inspector Elk was telling me that you had offered him a position in your office."
Johnson shook his head.
"It is nothing. I'm very fond of Ray, and he really has splendid capabilities. Once we get him out of this mess, I'll put him on his feet again. Your father doesn't know? Thank God for that!"
"I wish this news hadn't got into the papers," she said, when he told her how he had learnt of the happening.
"Silenski, of course," said Broad. "A motion picture publicity man would use his own funeral to get a free par. How are you feeling in your new position, Johnson?" he asked, to distract the girl's mind from the tragic thoughts which were oppressing her.
Johnson smiled.
"I'm bewildered. I can't understand why poor Mr. Maitland did this. But I had my first Frog warning to-day; I feel almost important," he said.
From a worn pocket-case he extracted a sheet of paper. It contained only three words:
"You are next!"
It bore the familiar sign manual of the Frog.
"I don't know what harm I have done to these people, but I presume that it is something fairly bad, for within ten minutes of getting this note, the porter brought me my afternoon tea. I took one sip and it tasted so bitter that I washed my mouth out with a disinfectant."
"When was this?"
"Yesterday," said Johnson. "This morning I had the analysis—I had the tea bottled and sent off at once to an analytical chemist. It contained enough hydrocyanic acid to kill a hundred people. The chemist cannot understand how I could have taken the sip I did without very serious consequences. I am going to put the matter in the hands of the police to-day."
The front door opened, and Elk came in.
"What is the news?" asked the girl eagerly, rising to meet him.
"Fine!" said Elk. "You needn't worry at all, Miss Bennett. That Gordon man can certainly move. I guess he's in Gloucester by now, sleeping in the best bed in the city."
"But do you know he's in Gloucester?" she asked stubbornly.
"I've had no exact news, but I can tell you this, that we've had no bad news," said Elk; "and when there's no news, you can bet that things are going according to schedule."
"How did you hear about it, Johnson?"
The new millionaire explained.
"I ought to have pulled in Silenski and his operator," said Elk thoughtfully. "These motion picture men lack reticence. And how does it feel to be rich, Johnson?" he asked.
"Mr. Johnson doesn't think it feels too good," said Broad. "He has attracted the attention of old man Frog."
Elk examined the warning carefully.
"When did this come?"
"I found it on my desk yesterday morning," said Johnson, and told him of the tea incident. "Do you think, Mr. Elk, you will ever put your hand on the Frog?"
"I'm as certain as that I'm standing here, that Frog will go the way—" Elk checked himself, and fortunately the girl was not listening.
It was getting light when Johnson left, and Elk walked with him to the door and watched him passing down the deserted street.
"There's a lot about that boy I like," he said; "and he's certainly fortunate. Why the old man didn't leave his money to that baby of his—"
"Did you ever find the baby?" interrupted Broad.
"No, sir, there was no sign of that innocent child in the house. That's another Frog mystery to be cleared up."
Johnson had reached the corner, and they saw him crossing the road, when a man came out of the shadow to meet him. There was a brief parley, and then Elk saw the flash of a pistol, and heard a shot. Johnson staggered back, and his opponent, turning, fled. In a second Elk was flying along the street. Apparently the philosopher was not hurt, though he seemed shaken.
The inspector ran round the corner, but the assassin had disappeared. He returned to the philosopher, to find him sitting on the edge of the pavement, and at first he thought he had been wounded.
"No, I think I just had a shock," gasped Johnson, "I was quite unprepared for that method of attack."
"What happened?" asked Elk.
"I can hardly realize," said the other, who appeared dazed. "I was crossing the road when a man came up and asked me if my name was Johnson; then, before I knew what had happened, he had fired."
His coat was singed by the flame of the shot, but the bullet must have gone wide. Later in the day, Elk found it embedded in the brickwork of a house.
"No, no, I won't come back," said Johnson. "I don't suppose they'll repeat the attempt."
By this time one of the two detectives who had been guarding Harley Terrace had come up, and under his escort Johnson was sent home.
"They're certainly the busiest little fellows," said Elk, shaking his head. "You'd think they'd be satisfied with the work they were doing at Gloucester, without running sidelines."
Joshua Broad was silent until they were going up the steps of the house.
"When you know as much about the Frog as I know, you'll be surprised at nothing," he said, and did not add to this cryptic remark.
Six o'clock came, and there was no further news from the west. Seven o'clock, and the girl's condition became pitiable. She had borne herself throughout the night with a courage that excited the admiration of the men; but now, as the hour was drawing close, she seemed on the verge of collapse. At half-past seven the telephone bell rang, and Elk answered.
It was the Chief of Police at Newbury speaking.
"Captain Gordon left Didcot an hour ago," was the message.
"Didcot!" gasped Elk in consternation. He looked at the clock. "An hour ago—and he had to make Gloucester in sixty minutes!"
The girl, who had been in the dining-room trying to take coffee which Gordon's servant had prepared, came into the study, and Elk dared not continue the conversation.
"All right," he said loudly, and smashed down the receiver.
"What is the news, Mr. Elk?" The girl's voice was a wail.
"The news," said Elk, twisting his face into a smile, "is fine!"
"What do they say?" she persisted.
"Oh, them?" said Elk, looking at the telephone. "That was a friend of mine, asking me if I'd dine with him to-night." She went back to the dining-room, only half-satisfied, and Elk called the American to him.
"Go and get a doctor," he said in a low voice, "and tell him to bring something that'll put this young lady to sleep for twelve hours."
"Why?" asked Broad. "Is the news bad?"
Elk nodded.
"There isn't a chance of saving this boy—not the ghost of a chance!" he said.
XXXVII - THE GET-AWAY
Dick, with his ear to the floor, heard the words "Frog says he's got to die," and his cracked lips parted in a grin. "Have you heard him moving about?" asked Hagn.
"No, he's asleep, I expect," said another voice. "We shall have to wait for light. We can't do it in the dark. We shall be killing one another."
This view commended itself to most of the men present. Dick counted six voices. He struck a match for another survey, and again his eye fell upon the cable. And then an inspiration came to him. Moving stealthily across the floor, he reached up, and, gripping the cable, pulled on it steadily. Under his weight, the supporting insulator broke loose. By great good luck it fell upon the heap of rubbish in the fireplace and made no sound. For the next half-hour he worked feverishly, unwrapping the rubber insulation from the wires of the cable, pulling the copper strands free. His hands were bleeding, his nails broken; but after half-an-hour's hard work, he had the end of the cable frayed. The door opened outward, he remembered with satisfaction, and, lifting the steel plate, he laid it tight against the door, so that whoever entered must step upon it. Then he began to fasten the frayed copper wires of the cable to the rivet holes; and he had hardly finished his work before he heard a stealthy sound on the stairs.
Day had come now, and light was streaming through the glass roof of the factory. He heard a faint whisper, and even as faint a click, as the bolts of the door were pulled; and, creeping to the switch, he turned it down.
The door was jerked open, and a man stepped upon the plate. Before his scream could warn him who followed the second of the party had been flung senseless to the floor.
"What the devil's wrong?" It was Hagn's voice. He came running up the stairs, put one foot on the electric plate, and stood for the space of a second motionless. Then, with a gasping sob, he fell backward, and Dick heard the crash as he struck the stairs.
He did not wait any longer. Jumping over the plate, he leapt down the stairs, treading underfoot the senseless figure of Hagn. The little office was empty. On the table lay one of his pistols. He gripped it, and fled along the bare factory hall, through a door into the open. He heard a shout, and, looking round, saw two of the party coming at him, and, raising his pistol, he pressed the trigger. There was a click—Hagn had emptied the magazine.
A Browning is an excellent weapon even if it is not loaded, and Dick Gordon brought the barrel down with smashing force upon the head of the man who tried to grapple with him. Then he turned and ran.
He had made a mistake when he thought there were only six men in the building; there must have been twenty, and most of them were in full cry.
He tried to reach the road, and was separated only by a line of bushes. But here he blundered. The bushes concealed a barbed wire fence, and he had to run along uneven ground, and in his stockinged feet the effort was painful. His slow progress enabled his pursuers to get ahead. Doubling back, Dick flew for the second of the three buildings, and as he ran, he took out the magazine of his pistol. As he feared, it was empty.
Now they were on him. He could hear the leading man's breath, and he himself was nearly spent. And then, before him, he saw a round fire-alarm, fixed to the wall, and in a flash the memory of an almost forgotten conversation came back to him. With his bare hands he smashed the glass and tugged at the alarm, and at that minute they were on him. He fought desperately, but against their numbers resistance was almost useless. He must gain time.
"Get up, you fellows!" he shouted. "Hagn's dead."
It was an unfortunate statement, for Hagn came out of the next building at that moment, very shaken but very alive. He was livid with rage, and babbled in some language which Dick did not know, but which he guessed was Swedish.
"I'll fix you for that. You shall try electric shock yourself, you dog!"
He drove his fist at the prisoner's face, but Dick twisted his head and the blow struck the brickwork of the building against which he stood. With a scream, the man leapt at him, clawing and tearing with open hands, and this was Dick's salvation. For the men who were gripping his arms released their hold, that their chief might have freer play. Dick struck out, hitting scientifically for the body, and with a yell Hagn collapsed. Before they could stop him, Gordon was away like the wind, this time making for the gate.
He had reached it when the hand of the nearest man fell on him. He flung him aside and staggered into the roadway, and then, from down the straight road, came the clang of bells, a glitter of brass and a touch of crimson. A motor fire-engine was coming at full speed.
For a moment the men grouped about the gate stared at this intervention. Then, without taking any further notice of their quarry, they turned and ran. A word to the fire chief explained the situation. Another engine was coming, at breakneck speed, and firemen were men for whom Frogs had no terror.
Whilst Hagn was being carried to one of the waiting wagons, Dick looked at his watch; it was six o'clock. He went in search of his car, fearing the worst. Hagn, however, had made no attempt to put the car out of gear; probably he had some plan for using it himself. Three minutes later, Dick, dishevelled, grimy, bearing the marks of Hagn's talons upon his face, swung out into the road and set the bonnet of the car for Gloucester. He could not have gone faster even had he known that his watch was stopped.
Through Swindon at breakneck speed, and he was on the Gloucester Road. He looked at his watch again. The hands still pointed to six, and he gave a gasp. He was going all out now, but the road was bad, full of windings, and once he was nearly thrown out of the car when he struck a ridge on the road.
A tyre burst, and he almost swerved into the hedge, but he got her nose straight again and continued on a flat tyre. It brought his speed down appreciably, and he grew hot and cold, as mile after mile of the road flashed past without a sign of the town.
And then, with Gloucester Cathedral showing its spires above the hill, a second tyre exploded. He could not stop: he must go on, if he had to run in to Gloucester on the rims. And now the pace was painfully slow in comparison with that frantic rush which had carried him through Berkshire and Wiltshire to the edge of Somerset.
He was entering the straggling suburbs of the town. The roads were terrible; he was held up by a street car, but, disregarding a policeman's warning, flew past almost under the wheels of a great traction engine. And now he saw the time—two minutes to eight, and the gaol was half a mile farther on. He set his teeth end prayed.
As he turned into the main street, with the gaol gates before him, the clocks of the cathedral struck eight, and to Dick Gordon they were the notes of doom.
They would delay the carrying out of the death penalty for nothing short of the reprieve he carried. Punctually to the second, Ray Bennett would die. The agony of that moment was a memory that turned him grey. He brought the bumping car to a halt before the prison gates and staggered to the bell. Twice he pulled, but the gates remained closed. Dick pulled off his sock and found the soddened reprieve, streaky with blood, for his feet were bleeding. Again he rang with the fury of despair. Then a little wicket opened and the dark face of a warder appeared.
"You're not allowed in," he said curtly. "You know what is happening here."
"Home Office," said Dick thickly, "Home Office messenger. I have a reprieve!"
The wicket closed, and, after an eternity, the lock turned and the heavy door opened.
"I'm Captain Gordon," gasped Dick, "from the Public Prosecutor's office, and I carry a reprieve for James Carter."
The warder shook his head.
"The execution took place five minutes ago, sir," he said.
"But the Cathedral clock!" gasped Dick.
"The Cathedral clock is four minutes slow," said the warder. "I am afraid Carter is dead."
XXXVIII - THE MYSTERY MAN
Ray Bennett woke from a refreshing sleep and sat up in bed. One of the warders, who had watched him all night, got up and came over.
"Do you want your clothes, Carter?" he said. "The Governor thought you wouldn't care to wear those old things of yours."
"And he was right," said the grateful Ray. "This looks a good suit," he said as he pulled on the trousers.
The warder coughed.
"Yes, it's a good suit," he agreed.
He did not say more, but something in his demeanour betrayed the truth. These were the clothes in which some man had been hanged, and yet Ray's hands did not shake as he fixed the webbed braces which held them. Poor clothes, to do duty on two such dismal occasions! He hoped they would be spared the indignity of a third experience.
They brought him his breakfast at six o'clock. Yet once more his eyes strayed toward the writing-pad, and then, with breakfast over, came the chaplain, a quiet man in minister's garb, strength in every line of his mobile face. They talked awhile, end then the warder suggested that Ray should go to take exercise in the paved yard outside. He was glad of the privilege. He wanted once more to look upon the blue sky, to draw into his lungs the balm of God's air.
Yet he knew that it was not a disinterested kindness, and well guessed why this privilege had been afforded to him, as he walked slowly round the exercise yard, arm in arm with the clergyman. He knew now what lay behind the third door. They were going to try the trap in the death house, and they wished to spare his feelings.
In half an hour he was back in the cell.
"Do you want to make any confession, Carter? Is that your name?"
"No, it is not my name, sir," said Ray quietly, "but that doesn't matter."
"Did you kill this man?"
"I don't know," said Ray. "I wanted to kill him, and therefore it is likely that I did."
At ten minutes to eight came the Governor to shake hands, and with him the Sheriff. The clock in the prison hall moved slowly, inexorably forward. Through the open door of the cell Ray could see it, and, knowing this, the Governor closed the door, for it was one minute to eight, and it would soon open again. Ray saw the door move. For a second his self-possession deserted him, and he turned his back to the man who came with a quick step, and, gripping his hands, strapped them.
"God forgive me! God forgive me!" murmured somebody behind him, and at the sound of that voice Ray spun round and faced the executioner.
The hangman was John Bennett!
Father and son, executioner and convicted murderer soon to be launched to death, they faced one another, and then, in a voice that was almost inaudible, John Bennett breathed the word:
"Ray!"
Ray nodded. It was strange that, in that moment, his mind was going back over the mysterious errands of his father, his hatred of the job into which circumstances had forced him.
"Ray!" breathed the man again.
"Do you know this man?" It was the Governor, and his voice was shaking with emotion.
John Bennett turned.
"He is my son," he said, and with a quick pull loosed the strap.
"You must go on with this, Bennett." The Governor's voice was stern and terrible.
"Go on with it?" repeated John Bennett mechanically. "Go on with this? Kill my own son? Are you mad? Do you think I am mad?" He took the boy in his arms, his cheek against the hairy face. "My boy! Oh, my boy!" he said, and smoothed his hair as he had done in the days when Ray was a child. Then, recovering himself instantly, he thrust the boy through the open door into the death chamber, followed him and slammed the door, bolting it.
There was no other doorway except that, to which he had the key, and this he thrust into the lock that it might not be opened from the other side. Ray looked at the bare chamber, the dangling yellow rope, the marks of the trap, and fell back against the wall, his eyes shut, shivering. Then, standing in the middle of the trap, John Bennett hacked the rope until it was severed, hacked it in pieces as it lay on the floor. Then:
Crack, crash!
The two traps dropped, and into the yawning gap he flung the cut rope.
"Father!"
Ray was staring at him; oblivious to the thunderous blows which were being rained on the door, the old man came towards him, took the boy's face between his hands and kissed him.
"Will you forgive me, Ray?" he asked brokenly. "I had to do this. I was forced to do it. I starved before I did it. I came once…out of curiosity to help the executioner—a broken-down doctor, who had taken on the work. And he was ill…I hanged the murderer. I had just come from the medical school. It didn't seem so dreadful to me then. I tried to find some other way of making money, and lived in dread all my life that somebody would point his finger at me, and say: 'There goes Benn, the executioner.'"
"Benn, the executioner!" said Ray wonderingly. "Are you Benn?"
The old man nodded.
"Benn, come out! I give you my word of honour that I will postpone the execution until to-morrow. You can't stay there."
John Bennett looked round at the grating, then up to the cut rope. The execution could not proceed. Such was the routine of death that the rope must he expressly issued from the headquarter gaol. No other rope would serve. All the paraphernalia of execution, down to the piece of chalk that marks the "T" on the trap where a man must put his feet, must be punctiliously forwarded from prison headquarters, and as punctiliously returned.
John shot back the bolts, opened the door and stepped out.
The faces of the men in the condemned cell were ghastly. The Governor's was white and drawn, the prison doctor seemed to have shrunk, and the Sheriff sat on the bed, his face hidden in his hands.
"I will telegraph to London and tell them the circumstances," said the Governor. "I'm not condemning you for what you're doing, Benn. It would be monstrous to expect you to have done—this thing."
A warder came along the corridor and through the door of the cell. And behind him, entering the prison by virtue of his authority, a dishevelled, dust-stained, limping figure, his face scratched, streaks of dried blood on his face, his eyes red with weariness. For a second John Bennett did not recognize him, and then:
"A reprieve, by the King's own hand," said Dick Gordon unsteadily, and handed the stained envelope to the Governor.
XXXIX - THE AWAKENING
Throughout the night Ella Bennett lay, half waking, half sleeping. She remembered the doctor coming; she remembered Elk's urgent request that she should drink the draught he had prepared; and though she had suspected its nature and at first had fought against drinking that milky-white potion, she had at last succumbed, and had lain down on the sofa, determined that she would not sleep until she knew the worst or the best. She was exhausted with the mental fight she had put up to preserve her sanity, and then she had dozed.
She was dimly conscious, as she came back to understanding, that she was lying on a bed, and that somebody had taken off her shoes and loosened her hair. With a tremendous effort she opened her eyes and saw a woman, sitting by a window, reading. The room was intensely masculine; it smelt faintly of smoke.
"Dick's bed," she muttered, and the woman put down her book and got up.
Ella looked at her, puzzled. Why did she wear those white bands about her hair, and that butcher-blue wrapper and the white cuffs? She was a nurse, of course. Satisfied with having solved that problem, Ella closed her eyes and went back again into the land of dreams.
She woke again. The woman was still there, but this time the girl's mind was in order.
"What time is it?" she asked.
The nurse came over with a glass of water, and Ella drank greedily.
"It is seven o'clock," she said.
"Seven!" The girl shivered, and then, with a cry, tried to rise. "It is evening!" she gasped. "Oh, what happened?"
"Your father is downstairs, miss," said the nurse. "I'll call him."
"Father—here?" She frowned. "Is there any other news?"
"Mr. Gordon is downstairs too, miss, and Mr. Johnson." The woman was faithfully carrying out the instructions which had been given to her.
"Nobody—else?" asked Ella in a whisper.
"No, miss, the other gentleman is coming to-morrow or the next day—your brother, I mean."
With a sob the girl buried her face in the pillow. "You are not telling the truth!"
"Oh yes, I am," said the woman, and there was something in her laugh which made Ella look up.
The nurse went out of the room and was gone a little while. Presently the door opened, and John Bennett came in. Instantly she was in his arms, sobbing her joy.
"It is true, it is true, daddy!"
"Yes, my love, it is true," said Bennett. "Ray will be here to-morrow. There are some formalities to be gone through; they can't secure a release immediately, as they do in story-books. We are discussing his future. Oh, my girl, my poor girl!"
"When did you know, daddy?"
"I knew this morning," said her father quietly.
"Were you—were you dreadfully hurt?" she asked. He nodded.
"Johnson wants to give Ray the management of Maitlands Consolidated," he said. "It would be a splendid thing for Ray. Ella, our boy has changed."
"Have you seen him?" she asked in surprise.
"Yes, I saw him this morning."
She thought it was natural that her father should have seen him, and did not question him as to how he managed to get behind the jealously guarded doors of the prison.
"I don't think Ray will accept Johnson's offer," he said. "If I know him as he is now, I am sure he will not accept. He will not take any ready-made position; he wants to work for himself. He is coming back to us, Ella."
She wanted to ask him something, but feared to hurt him.
"Daddy, when Ray comes back," she said after a long silence, "will it be possible for you to leave this—this work you hate so much?"
"I have left it, dear," he replied quietly. "Never again—never again—never again, thank God!"
She did not see his face, but she felt the tremor that passed through the frame of the man who held her.
Downstairs, the study was blue with smoke. Dick Gordon, conspicuously bandaged about the head, something of his good looks spoiled by three latitudinal scratches which ran down his face, sat in his dressing-gown and slippers, a rig pipe clenched between his teeth, the picture of battered contentment.
"Very good of you, Johnson," he said. "I wonder whether Bennett will take your offer. Honestly, do you think he's competent to act as the manager of this enormous business?"
Johnson looked dubious.
"He was a clerk at Maitlands. You can have no knowledge of his administrative qualities. Aren't you being just a little too generous?"
"I don't know. Perhaps I am," said Johnson quietly. "I naturally want to help. There may be other positions less important, and perhaps, as you say, Ray might not care to take any quite as responsible."
"I'm sure he won't," said Dick decidedly.
"It seems to me," said Elk, "that the biggest job of all is to get young Bennett out of the clutches of the Frogs. Once a Frog, always a Frog, and this old man is not going to sit down and take his beating like a little gentleman. We had a proof of that yesterday morning. They shot at Johnson in this very street."
Dick took out his pipe, sent a cloud of blue smoke toward the haze that lay on the room.
"The Frog is finished," he said. "The only question now is, what is the best and most effective way to make an end? Balder is caught; Hagn is in gaol; Lew Brady, who was one of their most helpful agents, though he did not hold any executive position—Lew is dead; Lola—"
"Lola is through." It was the American who spoke. "She left this morning for the United States, and I took the liberty of facilitating her passage—there remains Frog himself, and the organization which Frog controls. Catch him, and you've finished with the gang."
John Bennett came back at that moment, and the conversation took another turn; soon after, Joshua Broad and Johnson went away together.
"You have not told Ella anything, Mr. Bennett?"
"About myself?—no. Is it necessary?"
"I hope you will not think so," said Dick quietly. "Let that remain your own secret, and Ray's secret. It has been known to me for a very long time. The day Elk told me he had seen you coming from King's Cross station, and that a burglary had been committed, I saw in the newspapers that a man had been executed in York Prison. And then I took the trouble to look up the files of the newspapers, and I found that your absences had certainly coincided with burglaries—and there are so many burglaries in England in the course of a year that it would have been remarkable if they had not coincided—there were also other coincidences. On the day the murder was committed at Ibbley Copse, you were in Gloucester, and on that day Waldsen, the Hereford murderer, was executed."
John Bennett hung his head.
"You knew, and yet…" he hesitated.
Dick nodded.
"I knew none of the circumstances which drove you to this dreadful business, Mr. Bennett," he said gently. "To me you are an officer of the law—no more and no less terrible than I, who have helped send many men to the scaffold. No more unclean than the judge who sentences them and signs the warrant for their death. We are instruments of Order."
Ella and her father stayed that night at Harley Terrace, and in the morning drove down to Paddington Station to meet the boy. Neither Dick nor Elk accompanied them.
"There are two things which strike me as remarkable—" said Elk. "One is, that neither you nor I recognized Bennett."
"Why should we?" asked Dick. "Neither you nor I attend executions, and the identity of the hangman has always been more or less unknown except to a very few people. If he cares to advertise himself, he is known. Bennett shrank from publicity, avoided even the stations of the towns where the executions took place, and usually alighted at some wayside village and tramped into the town on foot. The chief warder at Gloucester told me that he never arrived at the gaol until midnight before an execution. Nobody saw him come or go."
"Old man Maitland must have recognized him."
"He did," nodded Dick. "At some period Maitland was in gaol, and it is possible for prisoners, especially privileged prisoners, to catch a glimpse of the hangman. By 'privileged prisoners' I mean men who, by reason of their good conduct, were allowed to move about the gaol freely. Maitland told Miss Bennett that he had been in 'quod,' and I am certain that that is the true explanation. All Bennett's official letters came to him at Dorking, where he rented a room for years. His mysterious journeys to town were not mysterious to the people of Dorking, who did not know him by sight or name."
To Elk's surprise, when he came back to Harley Terrace, Dick was not there. His servant said that his master had had a short sleep, had dressed and gone out, and had left no message as to where he was going. Dick did not, as a rule, go out on these solitary expeditions, and Elk's first thought was that he had gone to Horsham. He ate his dinner, and thought longingly of his comfortable bed. He did not wish to retire for the night until he had seen his chief.
He made himself comfortable in the study, and was fast asleep, when somebody shook him gently by the shoulder. He looked up and saw Dick.
"Hullo!" he said sleepily. "Are you staying up all night?"
"I've got the car at the door," said Dick. "Get your top-coat. We're going to Horsham."
Elk yawned at the clock.
"She'll be thinking of bed," he protested.
"I hope so," said Dick, "but I have my fears. Frog was seen on the Horsham Road at nine o'clock to-night."
"How do you know?" asked Elk, now wide awake. "I've been shadowing him all the evening," said Dick, "but he slipped me."
"You've been watching Frog?" repeated Elk slowly.
"Do you know him?"
"I've known him for the greater part of a month," said Dick Gordon. "Get your gun!"
XL - FROG
There is a happiness which has no parallel in life—the happiness which comes when a dear one is restored.
Ray Bennett sat by his father's chair, and was content to absorb the love and tenderness which made the room radiant. It seemed like a dream to be back in this cosy sitting-room with its cretonnes, its faint odour of lavender, the wide chimney-place, the leaded windows, and Ella, most glorious vision of all. The rainstorm that lashed the window-panes gave the comfort and peace of his home a new and a more beautiful value. From time to time he fingered his shaven face absently. It was the only sure evidence to him that he was awake and that this experience belonged to the word of reality.
"Pull up your chair, boy," said John Bennett as Ella carried in a steaming teapot and put it on the table.
Ray rose obediently and placed the big chair where it had always been when he lived at home, on his father's right hand.
John Bennett sat at the table, his head bent forward. It was the old grace that his father had said for years and years, and which secretly amused him in other days, but which now was invested with a beautiful significance that made him choke.
"For all the blessings we have received this day, may the Lord make us truly thankful!"
It was a wonderful meal, more wonderful than any he had eaten at Heron's or at those expensive restaurants which he had favoured. Home-cured tongue, home-made bread, and a great jar of home-made preserves, tea that was fragrant with the bouquet of the East. He laid down his knife and fork and leant back with a happy smile.
"Home," he said simply, and his father gripped his hand under cover of the table-cloth, gripped and held it so tightly that the boy winced.
"Ray, they want you to take over the management of Maitlands—Johnson does. What do you think of that, son?"
Ray shook his head.
"I'm no more fit to manage Maitlands than I am to be President of the Bank of England," he said with a little laugh. "No, dad, my views are less exalted than they were. I think I might earn a respectable living hoeing potatoes—and I should be happy to do so!"
The older man was looking thoughtfully at the table.
"I—I shall want an assistant if these pictures of mine are the success that Silenski says they will be. Perhaps you can hoe potatoes between whiles—when Ella is married."
The girl went red.
"Is Ella going to be married? Are you Ella?" Ray jumped up and, going to the girl, kissed her. "Ella, it won't make a difference, will it—about me, I mean?"
"I don't think so, dear. I've promised."
"What is the matter?" asked John Bennett, as he saw the cloud that came to the girl's face.
"I was thinking of something unpleasant, daddy," she said, and for the first time told of the hideous visitation.
"The Frog wanted to marry you?" said Ray with a frown. "It is incredible! Did you see his face?"
She shook her head.
"He was masked," she said. "Don't let us talk about it."
She got up quickly and began to clear away the meal, and, for the first time for many years, Ray helped her.
"A terrible night," she said, coming back from the kitchen. "The wind burst open the window and blew out the lamp, and the rain is corning down in torrents!"
"All nights are good nights to me," said Ray, and in his chuckle she detected a little sob.
No word had been spoken since they met of his terrible ordeal; it was tacitly agreed that that nightmare should remain in the region of bad dreams, and only now and again did he betray the horror of those three weeks of waiting.
"Bolt the back door, darling," said John Bennett, looking up as she went out.
The two men sat smoking, each busy with his own thoughts. Then Ray spoke of Lola.
"I do not think she was bad, father," he said. "She could not have known what was going to happen. The thing was so diabolically planned that even to the very last, until I learnt from Gordon the true story, I was under the impression that I had killed Brady. This man must have the brain of a general."
Bennett nodded.
"I always used to think," Ray went on, "that Maitland had something to do with the Frogs. I suppose he had, really. I first guessed that much after he turned up at Heron's Club—what is the matter?"
"Ella!" called the old man.
There was no answer from the kitchen.
"I don't want her to stay out there, washing up. Ray, boy, call her in."
Ray got up and opened the door of the kitchen. It was in darkness.
"Bring the lamp, father," he called, and John Bennett came hurrying after him.
The door of the kitchen was closed but not bolted. Something white lay on the floor, and Ray stooped to pick it up. It was a torn portion of the apron which Ella had been wearing.
The two men looked at one another, and Ray, running up to his room, came down with a storm lanterns which he lit.
"She may be in the garden," he said in a strained voice, and, throwing open the door, went out into the storm.
The rain beat down unmercifully; tire men were wet through before they had gone a dozen yards. Ray held the light down to the ground. There were tracks of many feet in the soft mud, and presently he found one of Ella's. The tracks disappeared on to the edge of the lawn, but they were making straight for the side gate which opened into a narrow lane. This passage-way connected the road with a meadow behind Maytree Cottage, and the roadway gate was usually kept chained and padlocked. Ray was the first to see the car tracks, and then he found that the gate was open and the broken chain lay in the muddy roadway. Running out into the road, he saw that the tracks turned to the right.
"We had better search the garden first to make absolutely sure, father," he said. "I will arouse some of the cottagers and get them to help."
By the time he came back to the house, John Bennett had made a thorough search of the garden and the house, but the girl had disappeared.
"Go down to the town and telephone to Gordon," he said, and his voice was strangely calm.
In a quarter of an hour Ray Bennett jumped off his old bicycle at the door of Maytree Cottage, to tell his grave news.
"The 'phone line has been cut," he said tersely. "I've ordered a car to be sent up from the garage. We will try to follow the tracks."
The machine had arrived when the blazing head-lamps of Dick's car carne into view. Gordon knew the worst before he had sprung to the ground. There was a brief, unemotional consultation. Dick went rapidly through the kitchen and followed the tracks until they came back to the road, to find Elk going slowly along the opposite side, examining the ground with an electric lamp.
"There's a small wheel track over here," he said. "Too heavy for a bicycle, too light for a car; looks to me like a motor-cycle."
"It was a car," said Dick briefly, "and a very big one."
He sent Ray and his father to the house to change; insisted on this being done before they moved a step. They came out, wrapped in mackintoshes, and leapt into the car as it was moving.
For five miles the tracks were visible, and then they came to a village. A policeman had seen a car come through "a little time ago"—and a motor-cyclist.
"Where was the cyclist?" asked Elk.
"He was behind, about a hundred yards," said the policeman. "I tried to pull him up because his lamp was out, but he took no notice."
They went on for another mile, and then struck the hard surface of a newly tarred road, and here all trace of the tracks was lost. Going on for a mile farther, they reached a point where the road broke into three. Two of these were macadamized and showed no wheel tracks; nor did the third, although it had a soft surface, offer any encouragement to follow.
"It is one of these two," said Dick. "We had better try the right-hand road first."
The macadam lasted until they reached another village. The road was undergoing repair in the village itself, but the night watchman shook his head when Dick asked him.
"No, sir, no car has passed here for two hours."
"We must drive back," said Dick, despair in his heart, and the car spun round and flew at top speed to the juncture of the roads.
Down this they went, and they had not gone far before Dick half leapt at the sight of the red tail-lamp of the machine ahead. His hopes, however, were fated to be dashed. A car had broken down on the side of the road, but the disgruntled driver was able to give them valuable information. A car had passed him three-quarters of an hour before; he described it minutely, had even been able to distinguish its make. The cyclist was driving a Red Indian.
Again the cyclist!
"How far was he behind the car?"
"A good hundred yards I should say," was the reply.
From now on they received frequent news of the car, but at the second village, the motor-cyclist had not been seen, nor at subsequent places where the machine had been identified, was there any reference to a motor-cyclist.
It was past midnight when they came up with the machine they were chasing. It stood outside a garage on the Shoreham Road, and Elk was the first to reach it. It was empty and unattended. Inside the garage, the owner of that establishment was busy making room for the last comer.
"Yes, sir, a quarter of an hour ago," he said, when Elk had produced his authority. "The chauffeur said he was going to find lodgings in the town."
With the aid of a powerful electric lamp they made an examination of the car's interior. There was no doubt whatever that Ella had been an inmate. A little ivory pin which John Bennett had given her on her birthday, was found, broken, in a corner of the floor.
"It is not worth while looking for the chauffeur," said Elk. "Our only chance is that he'll come back to the garage."
The local police were called into consultation.
"Shoreham is a very big place," said the police chief. "If you had luck, you might find your man immediately. If he's with a gang of crooks, it is more likely that you'll not find him at all, or that he'll never come back for the machine."
One matter puzzled Elk more than any other. It was the disappearance of the motor-cyclist. If the story was true, that he had been riding a hundred yards behind and that he had fallen out between two villages, they must have passed him. There were a few cottages on the road, into which he might have turned, but Elk dismissed this possibility.
"We had better go back," he said. "It is fairly certain that Miss Bennett has been taken out somewhere on the road. The motor-cyclist is now the best clue, because she evidently went with him. This cyclist was either the Frog, or one of his men."
"They disappeared somewhere between Shoreham and Morby," said Dick. "You know the country about here, Mr. Bennett. Is there any place where they'd be likely to go near Morby?"
"I know the country," agreed Bennett, "and I've been trying to think. There is nothing but a very few houses outside of Morby. Of course, there is Morby Fields, but I can't imagine Ella being taken there."
"What are Morby Fields?" asked Dick, as the car went slowly back the way it had come.
"Morby Fields is a disused quarry. The company went into liquidation some years ago," replied Bennett.
They passed through Morby at snail pace, stopping at the local policeman's house for any further news which might have been gleaned in their absence. There was, however, nothing fresh.
"You are perfectly certain that you did not see the motorcyclist?"
"I am quite certain, sir," said the man. "The car was as close to me as I am to you. In fact, I had to step to the pavement to prevent myself being splashed with mud; and there was no motor-cyclist. In fact, the impression I had was that the car was empty."
"Why did you think that?" asked Elk quickly.
"It was riding light, for one thing, and the chauffeur was smoking for another. I always associate a smoking chauffeur with an empty car."
"Son," said the admiring Elk, "there are possibilities about you," and a recruit to Headquarters was noted.
"I'm inclined to agree with that village policeman," said Dick when they walked back to their machine. "The car was empty when it came through here, and that accounts for the absence of the motor-cyclist. It is between Morby and Wellan that we've got to look."
And now they moved at a walking pace. The brackets that held the head-lamps were wrenched round to throw a light upon the ditch and hedge on either side of the road. They had not gone five hundred yards when Elk roared:
"Stop!" and jumped into the roadway.
He was gone a few minutes, and then he called Dick, and the three men went back to where the detective was standing, looking at a big red motor-cycle that stood under the shelter of a crumbling stone wall. They had passed it without observation, for its owner had chosen the other side of the wall, and it was only the gleam of the light on a handlebar which showed just above its screen, that had led to its detection.
Dick ran to the car and backed it so that the wall and machine were visible. The cycle was almost new; it was splattered with mud, and its acetylene head-lamps were cold to the touch. Elk had an inspiration. At the back of the seat was a heavy tool-wallet, attached by a firm strap, and this he began to unfasten.
"If this is a new machine, the maker will have put the name and address of the owner in his wallet," he said.
Presently the tool-bag was detached, and Elk unstrapped the last fastening and turned back the flap.
"Great Moses!" said Elk.
Neatly painted on the undressed leather was:
"Joshua Broad, 6, Caverley House, Cavendish Square!"
XLI - IN QUARRY HOUSE
"Walk," hissed a voice, and she discovered her feet were loosened.
She could see nothing, only she could feel the rain beating down upon the cloth that covered her head, and the strength of the wind against her face. It blew the cloth so tightly over her mouth and nose that she could hardly breathe. Where they were taking her she could only guess. It was not until she felt her feet squelch in liquid mud that she knew she was in the lane by the side of the house. She had hardly identified the place before she was lifted bodily into the waiting car; she heard somebody scrambling in by her side, and the car jerked forward. Then with dexterous hand, one of the men sitting at her side whisked the cloth from her head. Ahead, in one of the two bucket seats, the only one occupied, was a dark figure, the face of which she could not see.
"What are you doing? Who are you?" she asked, and no sooner did the voice of the man before her come to her ears than she knew she was in the power of the Frog.
"I'm going to give you your last chance," he said. "After to-night that chance is gone."
She composed the tremor in her voice with an effort, and then:
"What do you mean by my last chance?" she asked.
"You will undertake to marry me, and to leave the country with me in the morning. I've such faith in you that I will take your word," he said.
She shook her head, until she realized that, in the darkness, he could not see her.
"I will never do that," she answered quietly, and no other word was spoken through the journey. Once, at a whispered word from the man in the mask—she saw the reflection of his mica eye-pieces even though the blinds were drawn, as the car went through some village street—one of the men looked back through the glass in the hood.
"Nothing," he said.
No violence was offered to her; she was not bound, or restricted in any way, though she knew it was perfectly hopeless for her to dream of escape.
They were running along a dark country road when the car slowed and stopped. The passengers turned out quickly, she was the last. A man caught her arm as she descended and led her, through an opening of the hedge, into what seemed to her to be a ploughed field.
The other came after her, bringing her an oilskin coat and helping her into it.
The rain flogged across the waste, rattling against the oil-coat; she heard the man holding her arm mutter something under his breath. The Frog walked ahead, only looking back once. She slipped and stumbled, and would have often fallen but for the hand which held her up.
"Where are you taking me?" she asked at last.
There was no reply. She wondered if she could wrench herself free, and trust to the cover of darkness to hide her, but even as the thought occurred, she saw a gleam of water to the right—a round, ghostly patch.
"These are Morby Fields," she said suddenly, recognizing the place. "You're taking me to the quarry."
Again no answer. They tramped on doggedly, until she knew they were within measurable distance of the quarry itself. She wondered what would be her fate when she finally refused, as she would refuse. Did this terrible man intend to kill her?
"Wait," said the Frog suddenly, and disappeared into the gloom.
Then she saw a light, which came from a small wooden house; two patches of light, one long, one square—a window and a door. The window disappeared as he closed the shutter. Then his figure stood silhouetted in the doorway.
"Come," he said, and she went forward.
At the door of the hut she drew back, but the hand on her arm tightened. She was pushed into the interior, and the door was slammed and bolted.
She was alone with Frog. Curiosity overcame her fear. She looked round the little room. It was about ten feet long by six feet broad. The furnishings were simple: a bed, a table, two chairs and a fireplace. The wooden floor was covered by an old and grimy rug. Against one of the walls were piled two shallow wooden boxes, and the wood was new. The mask followed the direction of her eyes and she heard his slow chuckle.
"Money," he said tersely, "your money and my money, there is a million there."
She looked, fascinated. Near the boxes were four long glass cylinders, containing an opaque substance or liquid—she could not tell from where she stood. The nature of this the Frog did not then trouble to explain.
"Sit down," he said.
His manner was brisk and businesslike. She expected him to take off his mask as he seated himself opposite her, but in this she was disappointed. He sat, and through the mica pieces she saw his hard eyes watching her.
"Well, Ella Bennett, what do you say? Will you marry me, or will you go into a welcome oblivion? You leave this hut either as my wife, or we leave together—dead."
He got up and went to where the glass cylinders lay and touched one.
"I will smash one of these with my foot and take off my mask, and you shall have at least the satisfaction that you know who I am before you die—but only just before you die!"
She looked at him steadily.
"I will never marry you," she said, "never! If for no other reason, for your villainous plot against my brother."
"Your brother is a fool," said the hollow voice. "He need never have gone through that agony, if you had only promised to marry me. I had a man ready to confess, I myself would have taken the risk of supporting his confession."
"Why do you want to marry me?" she asked.
It sounded banal, stupid. Yet so grotesque was the suggestion, that she could talk of the matter in cold blood and almost without emotion.
"Because I love you," was the reply. "Whether I love you as Dick Gordon loves you, I do not know. It may well be that you are something which I cannot possess, and therefore are all the more precious to me—I have never been thwarted in any desire."
"I would welcome death," she said quickly, and she heard the muffled chuckle.
"There are worse things than death to a sensitive woman," he said significantly, "and you shall not die until the end."
He did not attempt to speak again, but, pulling a pack of cards from his pocket, played solitaire. After an hour's play, he swept the cards into the fireplace and rose.
He looked at her and there was something in his eyes that froze her blood.
"Perhaps you will never see my face," he said, and reached out his hand to the oil lamp which stood on the table.
Lower and lower sank the flame, and then came a gentle tap at the door.
Tap…tap…tappity…tap!
The Frog stood still, his hand upon the lamp.
Tap…tap…tappity…tap!
It came again. He turned up the light a little and went to the door.
"Who's that?" he asked.
"Hagn," said a deep voice, and the Frog took a startled step backward. "Quick! Open!"
The mask turned the heavy bar, and, taking a key from his pocket, he drew back the lock.
"Hagn, how did you get away?"
The door was pushed open with such violence that he was flung back against the wall, and Ella uttered a scream of joy.
Standing in the doorway was a bare-headed man, in a shining trench-coat. It was Joshua Broad.
"Keep back!"
He did not look round, but she knew the words were addressed to her and stood stock-still. Both Broad's hands were in the deep pockets of his coat; his eyes did not leave the mask.
"Harry," he said softly, "you know what I want."
"Take yours!" screeched the Frog. His hand moved so quickly that the girl could not follow it.
Two shots rang out together and the Frog staggered back against the wall. His foot was within a few inches of the glass cylinders, and he raised it. Again Broad fired, and the Frog fell backward, his head in the fireplace. He came struggling to his feet, and then, with a little choking sob, fell backward, his arms outstretched.
There was a sound of voices outside, a scraping of feet on the muddy path, and John Bennett came into the hut. In a moment the girl was in his arms. Broad looked round. Elk and Dick Gordon were standing in the doorway, taking in the scene.
"Gentlemen," said Joshua Broad, "I call you to witness that I killed this man in self-defence."
"Who is it?" said Dick.
"It is the Frog," said Joshua Broad calmly. "His other name is Harry Lyme. He is an English convict."
"I knew it was Harry Lyme." It was Elk who spoke. "Is he dead?"
Broad stooped and thrust his hand under the man's waistcoat.
"Yes, he is dead," he announced simply. "I'm sorry that I have robbed you of your prey, Mr. Elk, but it was vitally necessary that he should be killed before I was, and one of us had to die this night!"
Elk knelt by the still figure and began to unfasten the hideous rubber mask.
"It was here that Genter was killed," said Dick Gordon in a low voice. "Do you see the gas?"
Elk looked at the glass cylinders and nodded. Then his eyes came back to the bareheaded American.
"Saul Morris, I believe?" he said, and "Joshua Broad" nodded.
Elk pursed his lips thoughtfully, and his eyes went back to the still figure at his feet.
"Now, Frog, let me see you," he said, and tore away the mask.
He looked down into the face of Philosopher Johnson!
XLII - JOSHUA BROAD EXPLAINS
The sunlight was pouring through the windows of May-tree Cottage; the breakfast things still stood upon the table, when the American began his story.
"My name, as you rightly surmised, Mr. Elk, is Saul Morris. I am, by all moral standards, a criminal, though I have not been guilty of any criminal practice for the past ten years. I was born at Hertford in Connecticut.
"I am not going to offer you an apology, conventional or unconventional, for my ultimate choice; nor will I insult your intelligence by inviting sympathy for my first fail. I guess I was born with light fingers and a desire for money that I had not earned. I was not corrupted, I was not tempted, I had no evil companions; in fact, the beginnings of my career were singularly unlike any of the careers of criminals which I have ever read.
"I studied bank robberies as a doctor might take up the study of anatomy. I understand perfectly every system of banking—and there are only two, one of which succeeds, the other produces a plentiful crop of fraudulent directors—and I have added to this a knowledge of lockcraft. A burglar who starts business without understanding the difficulties and obstacles he has to overcome is—to use the parallel I have already employed—like the doctor who starts off to operate without knowing what arteries, tissues and nerves he will be severing. The difference between a surgeon and a butcher is that one doesn't know the name of the tissues he is cutting!
"When I decided upon my career, I served for five years in the factory of the greatest English safe-maker in Wolverhampton. I studied locks, safes, the tensile qualities of steel, until I was proficient, and my spare time I gave up to as important a study—the transportation of negotiable currency. That in itself is a study which might well occupy a man s full time.
"I returned to America at the age of twenty-five, and accumulated a kit of tools, which cost me several thousand dollars, and with these, and alone, I smashed the Ninth National Bank, getting away, on my first attempt, with three hundred thousand dollars. I will not give you a long list of my many crimes; some of them I have conveniently forgotten. Others are too unimportant, and contain too many disappointments to tell you in detail. It is sufficient to say that there is no proof, other than my word, that I was responsible for any of these depredations. My name has only been associated with one—the robbery of the strong-room on the Mantania.
"In 1898 I learnt that the Mantania was carrying to France fifty-five million francs in paper currency. The money was packed in two stout wooden cases, and before being packed, was submitted to hydraulic pressure in order to reduce the bulk. In one case were thirty-five packets, each containing a thousand mille notes, and in the second case twenty packets. I particularly want you to remember that there were two cases, because you will understand a little better what happened subsequently.
"It was intended that the ship should call at a French port; I think it was Havre, because the trans-Atlantic boats in those days did not call at Cherbourg. I had made all my plans for getting away with the stuff, and the robbery had actually been committed and the boxes were in my cabin trunk, substitute boxes of an exact shape having been left in the strong-room of the Mantania, when to my dismay we lost a propeller blade whilst off the coast of Ireland, and the captain of the Mantania decided to put in to Southampton without making the French port.
"A change of plans, to a man of my profession, is almost as embarrassing as a change of plan in the middle of a battle. I had on this occasion an assistant—a man who afterwards died in delirium tremens. It was absolutely impossible to work alone; the job was too big, and my assistant was a man I had every reason to trust."
"Harry Lyme?" suggested Elk.
"Joshua Broad" shook his head.
"No, you're wrong. I will not tell you his name—the man is dead, and he was a very faithful arid loyal fellow, though inclined to booze, a weakness which I never shared. However, the reason we were so embarrassed was that, had we gone ashore at the French port, the robbery in the strongroom would not have been discovered, because it was unlikely that the purser would go to the strong-room until the ship was in Southampton Water. I had fixed everything, the passing of my bags through the Customs being the most important. This change meant that we must improvise a method to get ashore at Southampton before the hue and cry was raised, and, if possible, before the robbery was discovered, though it did not seem possible that we should succeed.
"Fortunately, there was a fog in the Solent, and we had to go dead slow; and, if you remember the circumstances, as the Mantania came up the Solent, she collided with a steam dredger that was going into Portsmouth. The dredger's foremast became entangled in the bowsprit of the Mantania and it was some time before they were extricated. It was then that I seized my opportunity. From an open port-way on my deck, where we were waiting with our baggage, ready to land, we were level with the side of the dredger as she swung round under the impact. I flung the two grips that held the boxes on to the dredger's deck, and I and my friend jumped together.
"As I say, a fog lay on the water, and we were not seen, and not discovered by the crew of the dredger until we had parted company with the Mantania, and although the story we told to the dredger's captain was the thinnest imaginable—namely, that we thought it was a tender that had come off to collect us—he very readily accepted it, and the twenty-dollar bill which I gave him.
"We made Portsmouth after a great deal of difficulty late in the evening. There was no Customs inspection and we got our bags safely on land. I intended staying the night at Portsmouth, but after we had taken our lodgings, my friend and I went round to a little bar to get a drink, and there we heard something which sent us back to our rooms at full pelt. What we heard was that the robbery had been discovered, and that the police were looking for two men who had made their escape on the dredger. As it was the dredger's captain who had recommended our lodgings, I had little expectation of getting into the room and out again without capture.
"However, we did, and as we passed out of the street at one end, the police came in at the other. I carried one bag, my friend the lighter, and we started on foot across country, and before the morning we had reached a place called Eastleigh. It was to Eastleigh, you will remember, Mr. Elk, that I came when I left the cattle-boat during the war and suddenly changed my character from a hard-up cattle-puncher to a wealthy gambler at Monte Carlo.
"That matter I will explain later. When we reached Eastleigh, I had a talk with my companion, and it was a pretty straight talk, because he'd got a load of liquor on board and was becoming more and more unreliable. It ended by his going into the town to buy some food and not returning. When I went in search of him, I found him lying in the street, incapably drunk. There was nothing to do but to leave him; and getting a little food, I took the two bags and struck the road. The bags, however, were much too heavy for, me, and I had to consider my position.
"Standing by the road was an old cottage, and on a board was an announcement that it was to be sold. I took the address; it was the name of a Winchester lawyer; and then I got over the fence and made an inspection of the ground, to find that, at the lower end of the rank garden, was an old, disused well, boarded over by rotten planks. I could in safety drop the lighter of my burdens down the well and cover it up with the rubble, of which there was plenty around. I might have buried both; in many ways a lot of trouble would have been saved if I had. But I was loth to leave all that I had striven for with such care and pains, and I took the second box on with me, reached Winchester, bought a change of clothing, and spent a comfortable day there, interviewing the lawyer, who owned the cottage.
"I had some English money with me, and the purchase was effected. I gave strict instructions that the place was not to be let in any circumstances, and that it was to remain as it was until I came back from Australia—I posed as a wealthy Australian who was repurchasing the house in which he was born.
"From Winchester I reached London, never dreaming that I was in any danger. My companion had given me the name of an English crook, an acquaintance of his, who, he said, was the finest safe-man in Europe—a man who was called 'Lyme' and who, I discovered many years after, was the same Harry Lyme. He told me Lyme would help me in any emergency.
"And that emergency soon arose. The first man I saw when I put my foot on the platform at Waterloo was the purser of the Mantania, and with him was the ship's detective. I dodged back, and, fortunately for me, there was a suburban train leaving from the opposite platform, and I went on to Surbiton, reaching London by another route. Afterwards, I learnt that my companion had been arrested, and in his half-drunken state had told all he knew. The thing to do now was to cache the remainder of the money—thirty-five million francs. I immediately thought of Harry Lyme. I have never suffered from the illusion that there is honour amongst thieves. My own experience is that that is one of the most stupid of proverbs. But I thought that at least I might make it worth Lyme's while to help me out of a mess.
"I learnt from the newspapers that there was a special force of police looking for me, and that they were watching the houses of well-known criminals, to whom, they thought, I might gravitate. At first I thought this was a bluff, but I was to discover that this was not the case. I reached Lyme's house, in a disreputable thoroughfare in Camden Town. The fog was thick and yellow, and I had some difficulty in finding my way. It was a small house in a mean, squalid street, and at first I could get no reply to my knocking. Then the door was opened cautiously.
"'Is that Lyme?' I asked. 'He's not at home,' said a man, and he would have shut the door, but my instinct told me this was the fellow I was seeking, and I put my foot in the way of the closing door. 'Come in,' he said at last, and led the way into a small room, the only light of which was a lantern which stood on the table. The room was thick with fog, for the window was open, as I learnt afterwards, to allow Lyme to make his escape.
"'Are you the American?' he asked. 'You're mad to come here. The police have been watching this place ever since this afternoon.' I told him briefly what my difficulty was. 'I have here thirty-five million francs—that's a million, three hundred thousand pounds,' said I, 'and there's enough for both of us. Can you plant this whilst I make a get-away?' 'Yes, I will,' he said. 'What do I get out of it?' 'I'll give you half,' I promised, and he seemed to be satisfied with that.
"I was surprised that he spoke in the voice and tone of an educated man, and I learnt afterwards that he also had been intended for some profession, and, like myself, had chosen the easier way. Now, you'll not believe me when I tell you that I did not see his face, and that I carried no very vivid impression away with me. This is due to the fact that I concentrated my attention upon the frog which was tattooed on his wrist, and which afterwards, at great expense, he succeeded in having removed by a Spanish doctor it Valladolid, who specialized in that kind of work. That frog was tattooed a little askew, and I knew, and he knew too, that, whether I remembered his face or not, he had a mark which was certain to guide me back to him.
"The arrangement I made was that, when I got back to America, I should send a cable to him, at an address we agreed upon, and that he was then to send me, by registered post to the Grand Hotel, Montreal, a half of the money he had in the box. To cut a long story short, I made my escape, and eventually reached the Continent by way of Hook of Holland. Encumbered with any baggage, that would have been impossible. In due course I left for the United States from Bremen, Germany, and immediately on my arrival sent the cable to Lyme, and went up to Montreal to await the arrival of the money. It did not come. I cabled again; still it did not come.
"It was months after that I learnt what had happened. It came from a cutting of a newspaper, saying that Lyme had been drowned on his way to Guernsey. How he sent that, I don't know and never have inquired. Lyme was, in fact, very much alive. He had some six million dollars' worth of French notes, and his job was to negotiate them. His first step was to move to a Midland town, where for six months he posed as a man of business, in the meantime changing his whole appearance, shaving off his moustache and producing an artificial baldness by the application of some chemical.
"Whilst he was doing this, and determined that every penny he had taken from me he would hold, he decided to make assurance doubly sure, and started in a small way the Fellowship of the Frog. The object of this was to spread the mark of identification by which I should know him, as far and wide as possible. He may have had no other idea in his mind, and probably had not, but to broadcast this mark of the frog, a little askew, the exact replica of his. Obviously no class would be willing to suffer the tortures of tattooing for nothing. So began this curious Benefit Fund of his. From this little beginning grew the great Frog organization. Almost one of the first men he came into contact with was an old criminal named Maitland, a man who could neither read nor write."
There was a gasp.
"Why, of course!" said Elk, and smacked his knee impatiently. "That is the explanation of the baby!"
"There never was a baby," smiled 'Broad.' "The baby was Maitland himself, learning to write. The clothes of the baby, which were planted for your special benefit in the Eldor Street house, were put there by Johnson. The toys for the baby were inventions to keep you guessing. There never was a baby. Once he had Maitland properly coached, he came to London, and Maitiands Consolidated was formed. Maitland had nothing to do except to sit around and look picturesque. His alleged clerk, one of the cleverest actors I have ever met, was the real head of the business, and remained Maitland's clerk just as long as it suited him. When he thought suspicion was veering toward him, he had himself dismissed; just as, when he thought you had identified him with the Frog, he made one of his men shoot at him with a blank cartridge in Harley Terrace. He was the real Maitland.
"In the meantime the Frog organization was growing, and he sat down to consider how best he could use the society for his advantage. Money was going out, and he naturally hated to see it go. New recruits were appearing every day, and they all cost money. But what he did get from this rabble were one or two brilliant minds. Balder was one, Hagn was one, and there were others, who perhaps will now never be known.
"As the controlling force of Maitlands Consolidated, he had not the slightest difficulty in disposing of his francs. And then he set Maitlands speculating in other directions, and when his speculations were failing, he found ways of cutting his loss. He was once caught short in a wool transaction—the Frog maimed the only man who could have ruined him. Whenever he found it expedient for the benefit of himself to club a man, whether he was a military attaché or a very plain City merchant speculating in his own stocks, Johnson never hesitated. People who were bothering him were put beyond the opportunities of mischief. He made one great mistake. He allowed Maitland to live like a hog in a house he had bought. That was folly. When he found that the old man had been trailed, he shifted him to Berkeley Square, got him tailored, and eventually murdered him for daring to go to Horsham. I saw the murderer escape, for I was on the roof when the shots were fired. Incidentally, I had a narrow escape myself.
"But to return to my own narrative. Five years ago I was broke, and I decided to have another attempt to get my money; and there was also the fact that a very large sum of money waited reclaiming at Eastleigh, always providing that I had not been identified as the man who bought the house. It took me a long time before I made absolutely certain that I was unknown, and then, with the title deeds in my pocket, I sailed on a cattle-boat and landed, as you have said, Mr. Elk, with a few dollars in my pocket, at Southampton. I went straight to the house, which was now in a shocking state of repair, and there I made myself as comfortable as I possibly could whilst, night after night, I toiled in the well to recover the small box of money, amounting to a very considerable sum. When this was recovered, I left for Paris, and the rest, so far as my public history is concerned, you know.
"I then began my search for. Frog, and I very soon saw that, if I depended upon the identification of the tattoo marks, my search was hopeless. Naturally, when I discovered, as I soon did, that Maitland was a Frog, I narrowed my search to that office. I discovered that Maitland was an illiterate by the simple expedient of stopping him in the street one day near his house, and showing him an envelope on which I had written 'You are a fake,' and asking him if he knew the address. He pointed to a house farther along the street, and hurried in."
"I knew that Maitland could neither read nor write when I learnt that the children's clothes had been left at Eclat Street," said Dick, "and from that moment I knew that Johnson was the Frog.
"Joshua Broad" nodded.
"That, I think, is about all I have to say. Johnson was a genius. The way he handled that huge organization, which he ran practically in his spare time when he was away from the office, was a revelation. He drew everybody into his net, and yet nobody knew him. Balder was a godsend; he was perhaps the highest paid agent of the lot. You will find that his income ran into six figures!"
* * * * *
When "Joshua Broad" had gone back to London, Dick walked with Elk to the garden gate.
"I shan't be coming up for a little while," he said.
"I never expected you would," said Elk. "Say, Captain Gordon, what happened to those two wooden boxes that were in the quarry hut last night?"
"I didn't see the boxes."
"I saw them," said Elk, nodding. "They were there when we took Miss Bennett away, and when I came back with the police they were gone, and 'Joshua Broad' was there all the time," he added.
They looked at one another.
"I don't think I should inquire too closely into that matter," said Dick. "I owe 'Broad' something."
"I owe him a bit too," said Elk with a hint of enthusiasm. "Do you know, he taught me a rhyme last night? There are about a hundred and fifty verses, but I only know four. It starts:
"William the Conqueror started his tricks, Battle of Hastings, ten sixty-six.
"That's a grand rhyme, Captain Gordon. If I'd only known that ten years ago I might have been a Chief Commissioner by now!"
He walked down the road towards the station, for be was returning by train. The sun glittered upon the rain-fringed banners of the hollyhocks that filled the cottagers' gardens. Then from the hedge a tiny green figure hopped, and Elk stood still and watched it. The little reptile looked round and eyed the detective with black, staring eyes.
"Frog," Elk raised a reproachful finger, "have a heart and go home—this is not your Day!"
And, as if he understood what the man had said, the frog leaped back to the shelter of the long grass.
THE END